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ABSTRACT

The purpose of this study was to investigate the experiences of student
teachers with learning disabilities to ascertain if they felt an effect of that
disability on their teaching performance. Three student teachers with
documented learning disabilities were studied for the duration of a one-semester
teaching assignment. The participants, one male and two females, were from
different state universities within a two-state region. A profile of each participant
was developed from the data and included: descriptive background information;
experiences through elementary and secondary school years, college years, and
student teaching; and their future plans.
Qualitative research methodology was used in this study. The data
was collected through recorded oral narratives given by the participants through
numerous interviews and reflective “talking diaries” and interviews with
cooperating teachers and directors of student teaching. Seven themes emerged
as a result of the study. The three student teachers (a) perceived a stigma
attached to their label of learning disabilities and were not willing to disclose that
disability to their cooperating teachers, (b) believed that their learning disabilities
affected their feelings of confidence and self-worth and used extracurriculars to
bolster their confidence, (c) exercised extreme caution when describing any links
between their learning disabilities and their teaching performance, (d)
viii

experienced considerable anxiety at the beginning and end of their teaching
assignments, (e) expressed empathy and compassion for their students who
demonstrated difficulty in learning, (f) exhibited high self-expectation and
aspiration by pursuing rigorous programs at both undergraduate and graduate
levels, and (g) acknowledged the importance of their supportive families (with
one or more parents as public school teachers).
The study revealed a need for further research in the areas of instructor
accountability in accommodating students with learning disabilities, teacher
preparation program policy regarding education students with learning
disabilities, and the need for longitudinal studies involving student teachers with
learning disabilities.

IX

CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
The purpose of this study was to investigate the experiences of student
teachers with learning disabilities and to ascertain if they felt an impact of that
disability on their teaching performance. Student teachers with learning
disabilities were studied for the duration of a one semester teaching assignment.
In Chapter One, I provide information on the incidence of college
students with learning disabilities (LD), the concept of learning disabilities, the
growing interest in the LD population on college campuses, and the student
teaching experience. Next, the purpose, need, limitations, and assumption of
the study are explained. The chapter ends with an organizational format of the
study and a select number of operationally defined terms.
The New Population on Campus: College Students with LD
An emergent population present on campuses across the United States
is the college student with learning disabilities (Aune, 1991; Fairweather &
Shaver, 1990; Greenbaum, Graham, & Scales, 1995; Houck, Asselin,
Troutman, & Arrington, 1992; Hughes & Smith, 1990; Shokoohi-Yekta &
Kavale, 1994; Wehman, 1992; W e st, Kregel, Getzel, Zhu, Ipsen, & Martin,
1993). Federal legislation mandates that these students receive appropriate
services in an attempt to equalize the opportunity for college success.
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However, research findings indicate that the actual help students with learning
disabilities receive in college is not adequate to meet their needs and enhance
their opportunities for success (Fonosch & Schwab, 1981; Gajar, 1992;
Matthews, Anderson, & Skolnick, 1987; McWhirter & McWhirter, 1990; Nelson,
Dodd. & Smith, 1990; West et al., 1993).
Startling discriminatory treatment is experienced by students with learning
disabilities. For example, faculty members have different perceptions and
lower expectations of students with learning disabilities when compared to lew
achieving students without learning disabilities (Fonosh & Schwab, 1981).
Furthermore, some faculty members tend to be concerned about violating the
integrity of their course content by providing accommodations for students with
learning disabilities (Nelson et al., 1990). Concern for meeting the federal
requirements to mcu.iy academic requirements for special needs seems to be
secondary. Consequently, college students with learning disabilities report that
they feel vulnerable and defenseless; they see most instructors as insensitive,
uncooperative, and uninformed about learning disabilities. Students hesitate to
reveal their disabilities because of anticipated repercussions. A gap exists
between student needs and faculty provisions (Aksamit, Morris, & Leuenberger,
1987; Gajar, 1992; McWhirter & McWhirter, 1990; Nelson et al., 1990; West et
al., 1993).
My review of professional literature and scholarly publications produced
numerous studies in the genera! area of college students with learning
disabilities. However, research on the more specific topic of individuals with
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learning disabilities pursuing professions in education was not found, although
an extensive search was conducted through the Dissertation Abstracts,
Educational Research Information Center (ERIC), Online Communications
Library of Congress (OCLC), Online Dakota Information Network (ODIN), and
selected bibliographies. Since student teaching is the capstone to the teacher
education experience, this topic tended itself to further study.
The Concept of Learning Disabilities
The following widely accepted definition of learning disabilities (LD)
originally appeared in Public Law 94-142 The Education of All Handicapped
Children’s Act in 1975. The definition was retained in the current law, Public
Law 101-476 IDEA (Individuals with Disabilities Education Act):
A disorder in one or more of the basic psychological processes involved
in understanding or in using language, spoken or written, which may
manifest itself in an imperfect ability to listen, think, speak, read, write,
spell, or to do mathematical calculations. Such disorders include such
conditions as perceptual disabilities, brain injury, minimal brain
dysfunction, dyslexia, and developmental aphasia. Such term does not
include children who have learning problems which are primarily the
results of visual, hearing or motor disabilities, of mental retardation, of
emotional disturbance, or of environmental, cultural, or economic
disadvantage. (IDEA, 1990, p. 4)
Although the concept of learning disabilities is relatively new, children
have struggled with academic requirements for as long as there have been
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schools. Labels such as "unmotivated, lazy, slow-learner, or underachiever" are
commonplace for students who could not achieve at the same rate and in the
same manner as others (Cordoni, 1990; Lerner, 1993; Smith, 1991). One
student described this phenomenon, "...I was constantly asked by my parents
and teachers, 'Why can't you succeed? Why can't you do the work?'...I was
given the title 'lazy' by the nuns" (Hammond, 1988, p. 11).
As parents and professionals recognized that these children with potential
to succeed in school were fa'

g to achieve, it became clear that the problem

was not related to limited overall thinking abilities but in specific aspects of
processing information. Instead of being underachievers, these children
exhibited perceptual problems possibly related to a central nervous system
dysfunction (Bender, 1995; Lerner, 1993; Levine, 1990; Mangrum & Strichart,
1994). Even though the concept of learning disabilities became an accepted
disability, its focus remained on children. Only within the last decade has the
scope of learning disabilities expanded to include adults. The following
subsection concentrates on young adults with learning disabilities, especially
those attending college.
Learning Disabilities Among Young Adults
The Public Law 94-142 definition did not address the long-term effect of
learning disabilities. However, in 1984 the Association for Children and Adults
with Learning Disabilities (ACLD) expanded the definition of learning disabilities
to reflect a better understanding of the condition and its persistence into
adulthood. In 1987 the Interagency Committee on Learning Disabilities added
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social skills deficits to the definition, although this modified definition did not
receive Congressional sanction. Further clarification came from the National
Joint Committee on Learning Disabilities (NJCLD) in 1988. This group of nine
organizations endorsed an alternative to the Public Law 94-142 definition.
Although several definitions for learning disabilities exist, the core
components of each definition are congruent with each other. After comparing
and contrasting more than ten widely known definitions of learning disabilities,
Hammill (1990) concluded that the NJCLD definition was exemplary, as shown
below:
Learning disabilities is a general term that refers to a heterogeneous
group of disorders manifested by significant difficulties in the acquisition
and use of listening, speaking, reading, writing, reasoning, or
mathematical abilities. These disorders are intrinsic to the individual,
presumed to be due to central nervous system dysfunction, and may
occur across the life span. Problems in self-reguiatory behaviors, social
perception, and social interaction may exist with learning disabilities but
do not by themselves constitute a learning disability. Although disabilities
may occur concomitantly with other handicapping conditions (for example,
sensory impairment, mental retardation, serious emotional disturbance) or
with extrinsic influences (such as cultural differences, insufficient or
inappropriate instruction), they are not the result of those conditions or
influences. ( p. 77)
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Learning disabilities can affect esteem-related, educational, vocational,
socialization, and daily living activities throughout life. Many individuals learn to
compensate for certain deficits in adolescence, yet other problems continue to
plague them throughout adulthood (Cordoni, O'Donnell, Ramaniah, Kurtz, &
Rosenshein, 1981: Mangrum & Strichart, 1994; Polioway, Smith, & Patton, 1984;
Smith, 1991; Straughn, 1988).
Problem. Areas for College Students with LP
College students with LD experience one or more problems included in
the legal definition of the disability. For example, a student with LD is often
unable to integrate sensory information, pay attention, or concentrate. Choosing
the correct thing to focus on at the right time and for the right amount of time are
challenges, because these students are often distractible and impulsive. They
must learn to plan things and control impulses, to regulate speed and to self
monitor (Bender, 1995; Lerner, 1993; Levine, 1990; Smith, 1991). As one
student commented, "It has always been extremely hard for me to concentrate
completely, especially when reading, studying, or listening...! can never stay
focused in my classes..." (Reiling, 1990, p. 9).
Memory is another brain function affected by learning disabilities.
Students have the ability to register some kinds of information but have trouble
with other kinds. Levine (1990) contended that some students register
information in memory better when that information comes through their eyes,
while other students are not as good at processing what they see as they are
with what they hear, in addition, some students cannot process a sequence in
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the correct order, especially important life-skill sequences (e.g., time, days of the
week, months of the year). Sequential math steps, lists of dates to remember, or
multiple tasks assigned at once are additional challenges (Smith, 1991). A
student commented that, "Short term memory is a problem. I have some trouble
remembering to do things like papers...to help this I have started to write things
down" (Hammond, 1988, p. 14).
Thinking skills are often affected and create complex challenges for
college students with learning disabilities. For example, college requires that
students use several kinds of thinking skills. Levine (1990) suggested that
learners need to understand and use concepts, solve problems, form ideas, and
think critically. Students with LD usually demonstrate weaknesses in one or any
combination of these skills and must work to develop efficient thinking skills
(Smith, 1991).
Mangrum and Strichart (1994) identified seven major categories of
challenges that students face: cognition, language, perceptual and motor skills,
academic achievement, work and study habits, social skills, and emotional
development. These problem areas overlap across categories and each
individual may have a different combination of challenges. The seven categories
are discussed in detail in Chapter Two. Students with LD may need assistance
to meet academic demands at the college level and to meet with success in
college.
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College Success for Students with LD
Studies of successful college degree completion by students with LD are
limited (Rusch, Destafano, Chadsey-Rusch, Phelps, & Szymanski, 1992; Vogel,
1982; Vogel, Hruby & Adelman, 1993). However, existing studies indicate that a
significant number of students with LD enroll in and complete degree
requirements for various programs of study (Gajar, 1992; Mangrum & Strichart,
1994; Rogan & Hartman, 1990; Scheiber & Talpers, 1987).
The Growing Interest In the LD Population on College Campuses
More and more colleges are recruiting students with LD (Adelman &
Vogel, 1990; Greenbaum et al., 1995; Mangrum & Strichart, 1994; Straughn,
1988). Four factors emerged from the literature to explain this growing college
interest in students with LD.
The first factor motivating the interest of college personnel in LD is the
fact that students with LD are enrolling in ever-increasing numbers, a reflection
of the rapidly increasing school age group. Over two million students identified
as LD are currently enrolled in the elementary and secondary grades (Bender,
1995; Lerner, 1993; Mangrum & Strichart, 1994). The last two decades reflect
this substantial increase. In 1979-80 there were 1,281,379 students with LD
identified and served in the public school system; in 1989-90 they numbered
2,064,892 and in 1993-94 the number increased to 2,444,020 (Vaughn, Bos, &
Schumm, 1997). A proportionate percentage of the above students will enroll in
universities. McGuire, Norlander, and Shaw (1990) reported a tenfold increase
in enrollment of college freshmen with LD since 1978. The rapid increase in
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college enrollment of individuals with LD is well documented (Aksamit et al.,
1987; Aune, 1991; Bursuck, Rose, Cowe, & Azmi Yahaya, 1989; Fairweather &
Shaver, 1990; Gajar, Murphy, & Hunt, 1982; Greenbaum et al., 1995; Houck et
al., 1992; Hughes & Smith, 1990; Wehman, 1992; West et al., 1993).
The second factor in increased interest in LD is that federal legislation
has broadened its scope to include students with disabilities (e.g., Section 504
and ADA). New mandates require that appropriate services be provided.
Stronger legislation plays a major role in motivating colleges to create programs
and to provide nondiscriminatory services for this special population (Alexander
& Alexander, 1992; Gajar, Goodman, & McAfee, 1993; Mangrum & Strichart,
1994; Stracher, 1993).
The third factor in increased interest in college students with LD is that
support groups continue to raise awareness of learning disabilities. Students
with LD, their families, and private and/or public organizations advocate for
services on a regular basis (Hughes & Smith, 1990; Transition Summary. 1993;
Rusch et al., 1992).
The final factor in increased interest in students with LD is that
institutional enrollment is experiencing an overall decline (Mangrum & Strichart,
1994; Nelson et al., 1990; Rusch et al., 1992; Straughn, 1988). While LD
student enrollment is increasing, overall college enrollment is decreasing
(Mangrum & Strichart, 1994; Nelson et al., 1990). Colleges find it advantageous
to attract more students with LD not only to augment their enrollment figures, but
to incorporate special services provisions as part of their institutional social
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mission (Mangrum & Strichart, 1994). The combination of increased enrollment
of individuals with LD, increased legislation supporting this population, and
decreased overall institutional enrollment may create the catalyst needed to
bring better balance between the existing needs and provision of services for
these students as they progress through their course work, field experiences,
and student teaching.
The Student Teaching Experience
The successful completion of academic requirements is only the first
phase of a two-part educational experience for developing teachers. The
second phase is a field-based pre-service requirement (Rosenberg, O'Shea, &
O’Shea, 1991). Four reasons for increased emphasis on field experience in
teacher education were proposed by Elliott in 1978 and appear to remain
applicable today. The first reason for support of pre-service experience is that
the field setting is an integral part of many competence-based teacher education
programs. The second reason is a growing demand from practitioners that they
become more involved in the process of teacher preparation. The third reason is
that field experience provides an alternative form of evaluation for student
performance. Finally, many schools of education use this opportunity for
lessened faculty teaching demands to develop and implement new programs.
Team Effort for Student Teaching Success
The greatest benefit will be derived from field placements that use wellplanned teams (Rosenberg et a!., 1991). Primary members of the team are the
university supervisor, the cooperating classroom teacher, and the field student.
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The university supervisor assumes primary responsibility for the success of field
v/udents' experiences. The cooperating teacher has the most direct contact with
the field student. The field student is responsible for five specific areas:
students and their parents, the cooperating teacher, the university, personal and
professional growth, and the profession (Rosenberg et al., 1991). Detailed
descriptions of each of these team members and their responsibilities are
included in Chapter Two.
Rosenberg et al. (1991) noted that the transition from university student to
professional teacher is usually completed with little difficulty. However, the
numerous requirements, rigors, and responsibilities of student teaching
experiences... "are considerable and should never be underestimated. How
these responsibilities are met by field students will have dramatic effects on the
success of the experience itself as well as the individual's future career in
teaching" (Rosenberg et al., 1991, p. 16).
Although research could not be found on field students with LD, study
findings discussed earlier in this proposal strongly suggest that learning
disabilities persist throughout adulthood. Therefore, it is assumed that, for these
students, the difficulties encountered in completing course work and field
experience may also carry over into the realm of teaching.

Professors prepare education students for their teaching career by giving
a solid background in theory, metnods, and application. Students get a taste of
the real world in their field experiences (Warner & Bryan, 1995). The experience
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of student teaching bridges the gap between theory and practice. However,
Steffy (1989) stated that even though students typically complete nine to twelve
weeks of student teaching, significant differences exist as one moves into the
profession:
There is a quantum leap between teaching selected lessons with the
regular classroom teacher close by and being completely in charge of the
educational growth and development of a class of twenty to thirty students
with diverse levels of competence, interest, and dedication.
(p. 44)
It seems realistic to assume that if student teachers without disabilities
experience difficulty in making the transition from student to student teacher to
classroom teacher, students with LD may have significant difficulties in making
the shift efficiently and effectively.
Need for the Study
Reports are limited in the professional literature regarding
accommodations received in college classrooms by students with learning
problems (e.g., extended time for assignments and test taking). However, those
available consistently reported that differences exist between student needs and
accommodations by faculty members (Aksamit et al., 1987; Fonosch & Schwab,
1981; Gajar, 1992; Matthews et al., 1987; McWhirter & McWhirter, 1990; Nelson
et al., 1990; West et al., 1993). No longitudinal studies of success or failure
after degree completion of individuals with learning disabilities exist (Gajar,
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1992). It follows that no studies of adults with learning disabilities who are in
teacher preparation are available. My study addressed this gap and provides
foundational research on students with learning disabilities in the student
teaching phase of teacher preparation.
Purpose and Design of the Study
The purpose of this study was to investigate student teachers with
learning disabilities and to ascertain if they felt an effect of that disability on their
teaching performance. The student teachers’ perspectives gave distinction to
their individual ditierences and unique experiences.
The study began with one question: How do student teachers with
learning disabilities perceive their student teaching experience? This broad and
open-ended question allowed other questions to emerge as the study
progressed. The aftermath of public school experiences and college academics
reverberated throughout each participant’s interview responses and journal
reflections.
Limitations of the Study
Two limitations may have affected this study and needed to be considered
as the results were analyzed:
1.

The length of time allowed for the study. The parameters of student

teaching are limited to one semester placements. However, two of the
participants planned to complete second semester student teaching assignments
to meet requirements for a double major. Due to time constraints, I was limited
to one semester to collect data.
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2.

Ifa.e_re.strictecLac.cess to observation sites and document review. The

student teachers expressed concern over confidentiality. They requested that I
not visit their teaching sites during the study. I was allowed to visit two of the
schools and teachers only after the student teachers had completed their
teaching requirements. The participants did not disclose their learning
disabilities to their cooperating teachers, nor did they allow for full document
review. Public school individual education plans (lEPs) provided verification of
documented learning disabilities for each participant.
An Assumption
Within the context of this study, the assumption has been made that
Section 504 (Subpart E) clearly requires that accommodations be made for
college students with learning disabilities.
Definition of Terms
Certain terms will be used frequently in this dissertation. After a critical
review of selected professional literature, the following terms are operationally
defined for the purpose of this study.
Accommodations are adjustments or modifications made for individual
differences and specific areas. Classroom accommodations go beyond
adaptations of the curriculum. For example, when considering classroom
modifications teachers should address several areas: attitudes, interactions,
expectations, the learning environment, daily assignments and activities, and
tests (Chalmers, 1992).
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Ifag-Americans With Disabilities Act (ADA) prohibits discrimination against
people with disabilities in the areas of private employment, public
accommodations and services, transportation, and telecommunications (LD

individuals. With Disabilities Education Act (IDEA). Public Law 101-476
(1990), consists of amendments to the Education For All Handicapped Children
Act, Public Law 94-142 (1975). The act guarantees a free and appropriate
public education through age 21 for all individuals with disabilities (Bender, 1995;
Gajar, 1992; Lerner, 1993; Mangrum & Strichart, 1994; Vogel, 1982; West et al.,
1993).
Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 is a civil rights section that
protects individuals with disabilities from discrimination in programs and activities
receiving federal funds. Subpart E applies specifically to higher education; it
prohibits discrimination against qualified individuals in admission, recruitment,
and treatment after admission to college. Students with special needs transfer
from IDEA to Section 504 after their 21st birthday.
Strategies are what people develop from the inside in order to
compensate for whatever is not working properly. In contrast, "Accommodations
are what people with LD need from the outside world in order to be successful"
(Smith, 1991, p. 252).
Student teaching/field experience/field placement will be used
interchangeably to describe an important component in the professional
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development of quality teachers. This experience is considered to be a critical
transition exercise which links the knowledge base presented in the college
classroom to the independent activities expected of beginning teachers.
Developing teachers are placed in real-world situations that allow for
constructive discovery of strengths and weaknesses. These students are given
opportunity to improve on their assessed deficiencies, and are encouraged to
creatively enhance their areas of strength. Student teachers works with
students, parents, and colleagues throughout their field placements (Rosenberg
et al., 1991).
Organization of the Study
Chapter One of this study provided an overview of learning disabilities.
Definitions of concepts and laws were discussed, and the problems faced by
college students with LD were presented. The chapter concluded with the need,
purpose and design, limitations and organization of the study.
Chapter Two furnishes the reader with a review of the professional
literature regarding college students with learning disabilities. This review
reflects the need for research in the area of student teachers with LD, as none is
available.
Chapter Three is a description of the methodology used for this study.
The chapter begins with a comparison of qualitative and quantitative research
methods and rationale for use of qualitative studies in special education. The
process of this study is explained in detail, including the use of multiple

17

participant interviews, talking diaries and triangulation (informant interviews and
IEP review).
In Chapter Four, individual portraits are created of the four participants by
metaphoric design (Coffey & Atkinson, 1966). Six components of a portrait are
compared to six phases of educational experience. Each student teacher’s
renditions are presented in consistent categories. This chapter ends with
themes and patterns that emerged from the interview and diary transcriptions.
Chapter Five concludes the study with a summary, discussion of the
findings, and recommendations for practice and research.

CHAPTER II
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
Chapter Two is an extensive review of research studies and scholarly
publications. It seeks to synthesize findings and implications from professional
iiterature regarding student teachers with learning disabilities.
In this chapter I review the literature on the following topics: challenges
faced by college students with LD. characteristics of successful college students
with LD, the growing interest among university personnel in students with LD,
experiences of college for students with LD and their teachers, and finally, the
student teaching experience.
Challenges Faced by Students with LD
Mangrum and Strichart (1994) identified seven major categories of
challenges faced by college students with LD: cognition, language, perceptual
and motor skills, academic achievement, work and study habits, social skills, and
emotional development. Students may have one or any combination of these
problems and may need assistance to meet academic demands at the college
level. The following paragraphs describe these seven categories.
Thinking and reasoning deficits. Students with cognitive problems may
not sequence ideas and events, or acquire and use learning strategies or
understand abstract concepts (Hughes & Smith, 199 1 ; Mangrum & Stricnart,
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1994; Scheiber & Talpers, 1987). In addition, they may not remember things
seen and heard, organize ideas and information, or generalize from one
situation to another. Smith (1991) stated that disorganization is the subtle cause
of much of the failure experienced by people with LD. Many students continue
to have difficulty with sustaining attention , thus exacerbating academic
problems at the college level. (Straughn, 1988; Vogel, 1982; Vogel et al„ 1993;
Wren, Williams, & Kovitz, 1987).
Spoken and/or written language deficits affect overall performance, since
language is a basic form of communication. Students with spoken language
deficits may not use age-appropriate vocabulary in context, experience difficulty
in word retrieval, or fail to grasp what others say. Students with written language
deficits may not express themselves clearly and concisely, organize thoughts, or
use correct syntactical patterns and appropriate words. One student described
this deficit in the following way, "The problem that I had was with speech and
communicating ideas. When I talked, my sentences would be scrambled and
people wouldn't understand what I was saying" (Hammond, 1988, p. 11).
In addition, they may not use punctuation and grammar correctly or use
complex sentences. Frequently, students cannot write lengthy assignments
because of the combination of skills the task entails (Berko, 1986; Gajar, 1989;
Hughes & Smith, 1991). For example, good writing skills require competence in
the following areas: ability to read, skills in spelling, legible handwriting,
knowledge of the rules of written usage, and cognitive strategies for organizing
and planning the writing. Language processing problems are validated in the
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learning disabilities literature (Mangrum & Strichart, 1994; Smith, 1991;
Straughn, 1988, Vogel et a!., 1993, 1992).
Perceptual and motor skill difficulties complicate learning for students with
LD. Even though young adults with LD have learned to compensate for some of
their perceptual and motor deficits, traces remain in adulthood (Mangrum &
Strichart, 1994). Students with perceptual deficits may not perceive spatial
concepts correctly, locate specific information on a page, or discriminate among
similar visual designs and configurations (Lerner, 1993; Levine, 1990). As one
student commented, "I get lost trying to find new places, and I'm not good at
reading maps. Then I need landmarks to find my way home again" (Smith,
1991, p. 86). Sometimes they cannot perform tasks that require fine motor
coordination (Mangrum & Strichart, 1994; Scheiber & Talpers, 1987; Smith,
1991).
Academic underachievement is experienced, in some measure, by
anyone with learning disabilities (Mangrum & Strichart, 1994). Regardless of the
area of deficit(s), it is accompanied by significantly impaired achievement in one
or more basic academic areas. Students with LD who struggle with reading,
spelling, handwriting, and/or math in high school usually continue to struggle
with the same challenges in college (Hughes & Smith, 1991; Lerner, 1993;
Scheiber & Talpers, 1987; Smith, 1991; Straughn, 1988). The following
paragraphs describe four major academic areas affected by learning disabilities.
Reading problems are evident in about 80% of students with LD (Lerner,
1993) and carry over into adult life. When a student's basic reading skills are
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affected, they cannot decode unfamiliar words or understand what is read, and
do not know the meaning of words read (Scheiber & Talpers, 1987; Smith, 1991;
Stracher, 1993; Straughn, 1988). They cannot maintain an efficient rate of
reading or adapt their reading rate to specific reading purposes (Hughes &
Smith, 1991; Mangrum & Strichart, 1994). One student described her reading
problem, "All my life I put off reading assignments. If reading assignments were
long, I would create an excuse for not doing them. Another factor was the
words--if they were too long the same thing would occur" (Hammond, 1988,
p. 14). Smith (1991) stressed that college students with LD need to break down
reading assignments into small chunks, and if able, skim through a chapter to
preview it before reading it carefully. Otherwise, she suggested that when entire
paragraphs are too overwhelming, these students should read the first sentence
in each paragraph to get an idea of the material.
Spelling has been called the “invention of the devil, and the ability to spell
well is a gift from God (Lerner, 1993, p. 447). Spelling is difficult because there
is no consistent pattern in the written form of the English language (Mangrum &
Strichart, 1994; Scheiber & Talpers, 1987). Therefore, spelling is not an easy
fa sk, even for those not afflicted with learning disabilities. Individuals who are
poor in decoding words in reading are almost always poor in spelling as well
(Lerner, 1993; Smith, 1991). As one student commented, "Spelling...is a
difficulty that I always have seemed to possess, but previously I just thought it
was because I was not paying enough attention to what I was doing” (Reiling,
1990, p. 7).
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Handwriting problems are common among college students with LD
(Mangrum & Stricnart, 1994). For example, they may not develop a comfortable
style of writing, may not maintain an efficient rate of writing, or may not write in
cursive. In addition, they may not form legible and appropriately sized letters,
may not produce neat papers, or may not maintain writing quality within time
constraints, such as timed tests (Lerner, 1993; Scheiber & Talpers, 1987; Smith,
1991; Straughn, 1988). Notetaking is an ongoing problem and often requires
assistance or adaptation because of the student's deficit in language processing.
"Handwriting is one of my worst problems. A lot of teachers look at my papers
that have been handwritten and give me a bad grade because of the
handwriting" (Hammond, 1988, p. 14).
Smith (1991) suggested that college students with LD jot down key words
to help remember a lecture or create a series of pictures that represent words so
that these pictures remind the student of what the professor said. Tape
recording the lecture and getting a friend to take notes in exchange for getting
the notes typed were other suggestions.
Underachievement in mathematics is another common characteristic of
college students with LD. Students with certain processing deficits are unable to
work computations, to master multiplication facts, or to reason and solve math
problems. They often cannot sequence operational processes correctly or
understand and remember quantitative terms and concepts without intervention.
One student described the impact of his LD on math achievement, "Because of
many spatial problem I had trouble with math. Math is still difficult for me
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because I never learned it the right way" (Hammond, 1988, p. 12). Researchers
confirm that math problems are frequent in the population of students with LD
(Hughes & Smith, 1991; Lerner, 1993; Mangrum & Strichart, 1994; Scheiber &
Talpers, 1987; Smith, 1991; Straughn, 1988).
Efficient work and study habits are essential to college success for all
college students, and even more so for those with LD (Smith, 1991). Although
these individuals have average to above-average intelligence and basic
academic skills, they usually do not use efficient strategies to cope with the
varied academic requirements of college courses (Mangrum & Strichart, 1994;
Scheiber & Talpers, 1987; Smith, 1991; Straughn, 1988). Such strategies must
be learned, internalized, and generalized, which is not an easy task for this
population. For example, students may not organize and budget time to get
started, sustain, or complete work. As one student commented, "Managing time
is the hardest thing for me. I'm always late; my college papers are late. It's like
I'm late getting up and I stay late all day" (Smith, 1991, p. 86).
Students with LD may not set short-and long-term objectives, identify
essential information, or prioritize tasks. Reading and spelling problems make
other learning tasks undesirable, such as using dictionaries and library
resources. Test anxiety is an additional burden for these students, especially
those with low self-confidence (Mangrum & Strichart, 1994; Smith, 1991). Test
taking is already problematic because of the processing it entaiis. Nervousness
further impairs the memory and retrieval processes of students with LD, causing
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test scores to vary significantly between courses or topics within the same
course. The following quote describes one student's severe anxiety:
I cannot count the number of tests that I have literally almost thrown up
before. I usually start shaking and get very short of breath. I can't talk to
anybody because my mind is so focused on the ordeal ahead of me. My
hands get sweaty and my adrenalin rises to such a height that it is like I
am getting a workout while just sitting in one place. I don’t know why I
feel such a pressure to perform, but I wish it weren't there because I
would probably do better. (Reiling, 1990, p. 9)
Students with severe test anxiety cannot demonstrate accurately what they learn
if they are tested under stressful conditions (Aune, 1991; Levine, 1990).
Weak social skills are the sixth area of challenge, and are common
among college students with LD (Smith, 1991). Incorrect handling of social
demands may cause students to drop out of college more often than academic
demands (Mangrum & Strichart, 1994). Social problems experienced by children
with LD are carried over into college as seen in interacting with their peers,
instructors, and counselors (Aune, 1991; Greenbaum et al., 1995; Mangrum &
Strichart, 1994). For example, they may not make friends or develop
relationships easily. It can be hard for them to work well with others or maintain
healthy family relationships. Both the students and their families experience
frustrations. One student described this quandary, "My being learning disabled
put the whole family on edge" (Smith, 1991, p. 156). Students with LD often do
not read body language. They may say and do inappropriate things and not
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understand humor or sarcasm. For example, asking the wrong question is a
common characteristic (e.g., Do you dye your hair? How much do you weigh?).
Sometimes they do not present an appropriate personal appearance or do not
freely engage in small talk. These students may not be able to say what they
think and feel (Scheiber & Talpers, 1987; Smith, 1991; Straughn, 1988). As one
student reflected, "Something I do turns people off. I’m trying to find out what it
is...I’m doing fine on my job, except they told me I have to work on my
relationships with my coworkers" (Smith, 1991, p. 166).
Emotional development is the last of the seven challenges for college
students with LD discussed in this review. Students with this problem exhibit
immaturity in dealing with their emotions and feelings (Mangrum & Strichart,
1994). They may manifest childlike behaviors not usually associated with
adulthood, such as being unable to establish a positive self-concept or unable to
develop self-confidence (Saracoglu, Minden, & Wilchesky, 1989). Students with
LD may lean toward overdependence and may not know how to accept criticism
or deal with frustration (Mangrum & Strichart, 1994; Saracoglu et al., 1989). One
student described the frustration, "i was angry at the world for inflicting learning
disabilities on me...I feit there was no hope for me, real despair...There were
times when I wished I had never been born...It took years before I felt that I was
okay" (Smith, 1991, p. 145). They may not consistently meet responsibilities or
oui j impulsive behaviors. Often, these students find it difficult to work with
others and maintain motivation to work (Smith, 1991; Straughn, 1988).
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Strengths of Successful College Students with LD
Although studies on successful college completion by students with LD
were limited, several reasons for the success of these students emerged,
seeming to indicate that students can overcome any number of challenges
described in the previous section of this review. For example, successful
students with LD recognize, understand, and accept their learning disability and
maximize their strengths (Roffman, Herzog, & Wershaba-Gershon, 1994). Smith
(1991) described a strategy for success that students with LD need to develop
and employ:
The biggest strategy that a person with learning disabilities has to puil out
of his inner being is how he will describe his problems to others...positive
thinking builds on strengths. It makes us concentrate on the best in
ourselves and opens us up to infinite possibilities" (pp. 266-277).
Several researchers agreed that successful students with LD set realistic
goals, develop appropriate compensatory and coping strategies, and engage in
creative problem solving (Cowen, 1988; McWhirter & McWhirter, 1990; Rogan &
Hartman, 1990; Scheiber & Talpers, 1987). Most successful students receive
intensive and effective intervention during the elementary and high school ^ears.
At college, these students find mentors and establish a network of support
resources among family members, teachers, therapists, tutors, friends, and
employers (Smith, 1991; Vogel & Adelman, 1990). One student described this
strategy for success, "I compensate for my learning disability with the help of
tutors and scribes" (Hammond, 1988, p. 14). Successful students with LD self
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advocate by seeking out assistance and/or accommodations, using coordinated
LD support services at college, as well as seeking special academic advising.
Smith (1991) asserted, "College students with learning disabilities who ask a lot
of questions and seek support are more likely to graduate than those who don’t"
(p. 268). Most successful college students with LD possess a positive attitude
toward teachers and the teaching-learning process (Aune, 1991; Fairweather &
Shaver, 1990; Greenbaum et al., 1995; Mangrum & Strichart, 1994).
Additional research findings indicated that successful college students
with LD usually demonstrate mastery of internal motivators. Gerber, Ginsberg,
and Reiff (1992) referred to these motivators as three-part internal decisions.
First, successful students with LD demonstrate a strong desire and
determination to prove themselves. Second, they set short- and long-term
goals. One student exclaimed, "My goals are pretty clear. I’m on track!
Someday I want to help others who have troubles like mine" (Smith, 1991, p.
19). Third, they concentrate on cognitive reframing; they recognize, reinterpret,
and accept their learning disability. Another student commented, "Now tnat I
know what my problems are, I can let others know how to help me" (Smith,
1991, p. 19)
In addition to the internal motivators, successful students often display
four external characteristics that are necessary for control and success. First,
successful students with LD are persistent, "often working harder than anyone
else they knew" (Gerber et al., 1992, p. 482). Second, they find a goodness
of fit, fitting themselves to environments that foster success. Third, they

28

express creativity and develop compensatory strategies and techniques.
Last, successful students with LD identify and establish social ecologies or
support networks such as counselors, instructors, tutors, peers, and family
(Adelman & Vogel, 1990; Vogel et al., 1993; Rogan & Hartman, 1990; Smith,
1991; Vogel & Adelman, 1990; Wehmeyer & Schwartz, 1997).
The College Interest in Students with LD
Developing and implementing appropriate support services for students
with LD is not the only growing interest in college students with LD on college
campuses. An ever- increasing number of colleges are recruiting these students
(Adelman & Vogel, 1990; Greenbaum et al., 1995; Mangrum & Strichart, 1994;
Straughn, 1988). Research findings documented basic reasons for a growing
interest in students with LD. One reason is an overall increased enrollment of
LD students (Aksamit et al., 1987; Bursuck et al., 1989; West et all, 1993).
College freshmen with LD have experienced a tenfold increase in enrollment
since 1978 (McGuire et al., 1990). Other reasons include increased special
education legislation (Gajar et al., 1993; Mangrum & Strichart, 1994; Stracher,
1993) and strong support groups (Alexander & Alexander, 1992, Underwood,
1995, West et al., 1993). A final factor in the increased interest in the LD
population is the overall declining non-LD enrollment (Mangrum & Strichard,
1994; Nelson et al., Straughn, 1988).
The College Experience of Students with LD
Houck, Engelhard, and Geller (1989) examined college students' learning
a. ,u self-management attributes. They found that college students with LD
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perceive themselves to have greater problems in two broad categories. One
category these students identified as problematic was reading and written
expression and the other category was visual processing and short-term
memory. Students with LD did not reveal significant differences from non-LD
peers in auditory receptive language, adaptability, interpersonal relationships, or
self-awareness. Houck et al. (1989) suggested that students with LD who
choose to go to college represent a particular subgroup which displays attributes
contributing to success such as adaptability, motivation, and strong verbal
conceptualization abilities. The factors of adaptability and motivation were
confirmed by Durlak, Rose, and Bursuck (1994) and Gerber et at. (1992).
Federal legislation established specific standards for provisions and
support of students with LD, yet faculty members interpret the mandates
inconsistently and/or incorrectly (West et al., 1993). It follows that guidelines for
reasonable accommodations in academic requirements were established within
Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973, a civil rights section that prohibits
discrimination against individuals with disabilities.
Accommodations for Students with LD
There are five components addressing accommodations within the
Section 504 guidelines The first component of accommodations is that
academic requirements be adjusted to ensure these requirements do not
discriminate on the basis of the learning disability. The second component is
that classroom modifications may include several considerations: changes in the
length of time permitted for the completion of a degree, substitution of specific
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courses required for the completion of the degree, and accommodations in
instruction of specified courses. The third component is that academic
adjustments may include tape recorders in the classroom, guide dogs or service
dogs in campus buildings and special arrangements for administering
examinations. The fourth component is supplementary aids. These may
include taped texts, interpreters or other effective methods of making orallydelivered materials available to students with hearing impairments. In addition,
large-print readers for students with visuai impairments need to be accessible,
as well as classroom equipment that is adapted for use by students with manual
impairments, and other similar services and actions. The final component of
appropriate accommodations is that the college provide comparable, convenient,
and accessible housing to individuals with disabilities at cost equal to
nondisabled students (ADA/504 and institutions of higher education, 1992).
Barriers Encountered by Students with LD
The question arises, "What are reasonable accommodations?" Faculty
members and students have differing opinions. As a result, students with LD
often face unnecessary, illegal obstacles in their educational endeavors (West et
al., 1993). These researchers offered the following argument about disabilities
in general:
...students with disabilities who are in higher education continue to
experience barriers in their educational environment because of their
disabilities and the response (or absence of response) of the school to
their problems. In many cases, the barriers these individuals reported,

31

such as inaccessibility of buildings and lack of services or
accommodations, run contrary to both the letter and spirit of Section 504
regulations. Most ominously, students have reported that they have
encountered resistance and discrimination from instructors and other
university personnel, and stigma from faculty and students. Many
students reported that they had been denied accommodations...even after
following their institution’s procedures for requests and grievances. (West
et al., 1993, p. 465)
West et al. (1993) suggested that a barrier exists between student needs and
faculty provisions. Surveys suggest that instructors and professors are
frequently insensitive to service needs and rights of students with disabilities.
Faculty Attitudes and Expectations
Although I conducted numerous searches (Dissertation Abstracts, ERIC,
OCLC, ODIN, and various bibliographies), my review of literature found limited
information on college faculty attitudes and perceptions toward accommodating
students with LD. McWhirter and McWhirter (1990) reported that they found
faculty members who helpfully responded to students with LD in their classroom.
Three assumptions were expressed by college instructors. First, instructors
expected students with LD to identify themselves at the beginning of the
semester and not wait until after the first test. Second, instructors expected
students to explain their disability and the extent to which it affected them in the
classroom. Finally, instructors expected students with LD to sit front and center
of the class, demonstrate attentiveness to the lecture or discussion, ask
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questions, utilize instructor office hours, and show interest in learning from the
course. The researchers suggested that all too often institutions give priority to
instructors' class rules over the legal rights of the students (McWhirter &
McWhirter, 1990).
Other research findings support the faculty expectations that students
with LD will disclose their disability. Smith (1991) gave advice about strategy
use and disclosure of a learning disability:
The more positive you can be, the iess you will need to use labels. The
more positive you can be, the more the other person will be positive.
Adults with learning disabilities need to advocate for themselves and
explain their strategies when necessary, (p. 267)
Cullen, Shaw, and McGuire (1996) concluded that practitioners often do not
systematically address the skills that a student needs in order to self-advocate.
Results of the Cullen and Shaw investigation suggest “a ‘mind-set’ of selfadvocacy has yet to evolve as one of the guiding tenets of service delivery to
students with LD at the postsecondary level” (14). Leaders in the fieid of LD are
calling for a greater emphasis on student empowerment and self-advocacy.
Smith (1991) agreed that students with LD should participate in class, be
attentive, and ask questions. However, she aiso provided a glimpse of the
students' vulnerability when dealing with classroom situations:
...college students with learning disabilities who ask a lot of questions and
seek support are more likely to graduate than those who don’t...an adult
with learning disabilities often fears that his questions sound dumb and
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decides he must struggle on his own. Some adults with learning
disabilities have difficulty in phrasing questions, (p. 268)
One student described his encounter with a college instructor in the following
way:
On the first day of class my professor asked if there were any students
with learning disabilities. His response to me when I told him was, "Go
see the Learning Lab.' I felt like saying to him, "Why did you bother to
ask?" (Hammond, 1988, p 20)
Additional studies on faculty attitudes toward classroom accommodations
for students with LD resulted in findings similar to those reported by McWhirter
arid McWhirter (1990) and West et al (1993). For example, the disciplines of
business and education differed significantly in providing accommodations. Few
business faculty (15.8%) were willing to provide students assignments in
advance. More educatir faculty (85.7%) were willing to provide that same
accommodation. Similar differences in faculty percentages between
departments appeared in willingness to allow misspellings, incorrect punctuation,
and poor grammar on examinations (Aksamit et al., 1987, Nelson et al., 1991;
West et al., 1993). Some faculty members accommodated students to a certain
extent, but usually with reservation. Education professionals rated higher in
willingness to provide accommodations than those representing other disciplines
(Fonosch & Schwab, 1981). A number of participants in the Fonosch and
Schwab survey desired to treat students with LD as nondisabled students as
much as possible.
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Limitations mihg_Proyision of Accommodations
Faculty members frequently are not willing to provide students with
accommodations such as individual extra credit assignments, alternative
assignments, copies of lecture notes, tape recorded assignments in lieu of

written work, or use of proofreaders. The following statement from a professor
of physics represents an inflexible attitude:
This student is in a tough course but should have to compete like anyone
else; it's an unfair advantage to give extra time. At least part of the
purpose of a test is to measure the ability to respond speedily; if she knew
the material she could do so. Why should such students be in this
university anyway? This is a matter for the Faculty Committee on
Standards. (LD.A m.Qng High A d iievinfl-StudeDts, 1991, p. 1)
Four reasons emerged for faculty members’ hesitation in accommodating
students. The first reason was a concern to maintain academic integrity.
Faculty members provided services only if it would not lower their academic
standards. The second reason was that faculty members were not
knowledgeable about strategies needed to meet the needs of students with LD
while maintaining academic excellence. The third reason was that faculty
members felt they were expected to treat each student's case on an individual
basis, rather than providing blanket accommodations. Finally, faculty members
indicated that the student's attitude would influence whether or not they would
provide him or her accommodations. The following quotes from research
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findings reflect faculty attitudes, "Most of what I said I would do, I would do for
the nonhandicapped students," and "Most problems can be worked out if the
disability is not used as a 'crutch' and if the student has a positive attitude"
(Matthews et a!., 1987, p. 50). Various researchers recommended that further
study of faculty attitudes toward accommodating students with LD is needed
(Aksamit et al., 1987; Gajar, 1992; Houck et a!., 1992; McWhirter & McWhirter,
1990; West et ai., 1993).
Slereotypic Mind Sets
In contrast, Minner and Prater (1984) concluded that university teachers
hold negative academic expectations of students with LD and are pessimistic
about their ability to teach these students. University instructors appear to hold
negative initial expectations and are influenced by labeling information and
behavioral descriptions. For example, students with LD who had favorable
academic and social traits were viewed much less positively than were
nonlabeled students with mediocre grades and social traits. Comments from
faculty members (private institution) reflected this negative attitude, "We cannot
allow everyone into college--the integrity of the B.A. degree cannot be
challenged," "I am trained to teach bright students, not handicapped ones"
(Minner & Prater. 1984, p. 228). Comments such as these reinforce the notion
that university teachers are not immune to predominant stereotypes of persons
with LD (Houck et al., 1992). Patterson, Sedlock, and Scales (1986) noted,
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"Perhaps the toughest barriers are attitudinal, such as patronizing sympathetic
sentiments, stereotypes and myths of ineffectiveness...there is a pervasive
sense of 'we versus they,' the most crippling of all stereotypic mind sets" (p. 3).
The Fear Factor
Although research does not identify causes for faculty callousness toward
students with LD, Macomber (1988) suggested that a recognizable barrier is
fear-the fear of a flood of students with LD enrolling, and the fear that the
existing student support system will be drowned by the needs of many people
with LD who need help. Macomber quoted the concerns expressed by a faculty
member. "It isn't so much a fear of the students as a fear of promising more
than can be delivered, or appearing to be able to deliver comprehensive services
with a very small resource staff" (p. 30).
Another concern, or barrier, is that class sizes limit student-teacher
interaction. Instructors are hindered from readily observing that students with
LD can succeed academically and often require only minimal instructional
adaptations (Minrier & Prater, 1984).
Research on attitudes and perceptions of college students with LD was
scarce. Specific follow-up studies on the success or failure of these students
after completing a college degree and pursuing a teaching career are
nonexistent (Gajar, 1992; Rusch et al., 1992). Therefore, in the next section of
this paper i review overall attitudes and perceptions of students with learning
disabilities.
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Student Perceptions of the College Experience
Newman (1976) sought to educate faculty members about students with
disabilities. He caught the essence of vulnerability that individuals with a
disability experience with the following words:
One cannot escape the impression that handicapped students do not
desire any prominence that would make them stand out among the
student body. We can surmise that handicapped students are already
highly sensitive to their being different, that they wish those differences
to be obliterated rather than featured, that they wish to be part of the
"normal" world, (p. 196)
An example of defenselessness was aptly described by a college student
who did not discover her learning disability until her freshman year at Stanford
University. Reiling (1990) provided a glimpse of her turmoil in the following
statement:
All of a sudden, my mind clicked. It was as if someone had turned on the
light in the dead of night...As I tried to resist, each illustration that Andy
gave of his learning disability pierced further into my mind. The extreme
feeling of sickness before every exam or other measure of ability; the lack
of reading comprehension; the inability to communicate thoughts and
ideas; the sense of isolation. These difficulties came back to me once
more. But weren't these problems common to most people? I had
always assumed so because I knew no differently. I realized that I
studied more than my friends and that I was a slower reader, but I
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idealistically had considered them to be the exceptions. I did not
consider myself to have weaknesses, but rather my friends to have
strengths. It soon dawned on me that it was me who was the exception...!
do not think that I have ever felt so alone in my whole life. (Reiling, 1990,
p. 1)
Many students struggle to survive in college all alone, never suspecting
that they are doing so with learning disabilities (Marcus, 1990). Smith (1991)
confirmed that loneliness is felt and expressed by college students with LD. She
provided a glimpse of their conflicting emotions, "A person with learning
disabilities often carries a heavy burden of loneliness, feeling that he is the only
one in the world who struggled so hard only to experience the pain of failure" (p.
19). A college student stated, "I often feel like I live my life in a different worid...l
feel isolated when ideas that are all so clear in my mind cannot be made
understandable to others" (Reiling, 1990, p. 15). Another student stated, "I was
lonely and struggled without support" (Hammond, 1988, p. 466).
A lack of understanding and cooperation by faculty members were
portrayed by West et al. (1993). These researchers suggested that barriers
exist for students with LD because of basic insensitivity of faculty members to, or
direct violations of Section 504. The following comments reflect findings of
negative attitudes experienced by students with LD:
The major barriers that I have encountered here are sadly very similar to
the ones in secondary education--the lack of education on the faculty's
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part as well as the public on disabilities. I have constantly run up against
misunderstanding and the unwillingness to accept LD as a disability. The
typical response ! get from a faculty member is that everyone has trouble
with learning. My main problem has been the teachers. They don't know
what I'm talking about when I explain my learning disability. One said I
just had a "lack of confidence." (West et al., 1993, p. 462).
Student comments reported by Greenbaum et al. (1995) reflected similar
impressions, "Some professors didn't care" and "Some of my professors were
not informed enough about learning disabilities" (p. 466). Aune (1991) found
that students are hesitant to approach an instructor to ask for an accommodation
and are embarrassed to admit they need help. Smith (1991) suggested a
possible explanation for this behavior, "Not understanding what is causing his
failure, he blames himself and tries to hide it, as if it were a shameful secret. Of
course, this only makes the problem worse because it prevents him from asking
for help" (p. 19). Gerber et al. (1992) described an adult's recall of learning
disabilities and college experience:
I was scared. I can remember having to read out loud and we'd stand up
and read and I would have such trouble reading...! thought my mind was
processing so quickly...! just couldn't understand...! was stumbling...! felt
inadequate...! would take a test and there would be a word...Oh, my
God...! would get everything wrong, (p. 483)
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Students with and without learning disabilities were studied by Houck et
al. (1992) and four significant themes emerged from their study. First, students
viewed faculty as unfamiliar with referral procedures, although some of the
nondisabled students perceived faculty members to be sensitive to students'
special needs. Second, students were concerned about academic
competitiveness. Third, students without disabilities were not certain
accommodations were fair. Last, disparity existed between perceptions of
services received by students with LD and faculty perceptions of services given.
Houck et al. (1992) concluded faculty academic expectations for students with
LD may be unduly influenced by the disability label, as suggested by Minner and
Prater (1984). "Whether conscious or unconscious, misconceptions or
prejudicial attitudes may create barriers to the pursuit of certain careers or result
in unequal opportunities” (Houck et al., 1992, p. 683).
Javorsky, Sparks, and Ganschow (1992) examined students' foreign
language skills, needs, and attitudes. Students with LD perceived themselves
as less capable and possessing fewer skills to master the oral and written
language requirements and content of foreign language courses. Both groups
perceived that specific nontraditional instructional modifications would be
beneficial in learning a foreign language. No differences in motivation to learn a
foreign language were found between the two groups, but students with LD felt
more anxious when asked to study or perform the foreign language.
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University students with LD reported significantly poorer self-esteem,
academic adjustment, and personal-emotional adjustment compared with a
sample of non-learning disabled students. Self-esteem correlated positively with
general self-efficacy for both groups, and both variables correlated positively with
adjustment to the university (Saracoglu et al., 1989). "What can be done to
improve the self-esteem of children with learning disabilities?...One must give
them opportunities to build on their strengths and interests, to find and develop
their particular talents" (Smith, 1991, p. 147). As students with LD recognize and
accept their strengths, they realize success in the classroom and in the field.
The Field Experience of Students in Education
The successful completion of academic coursework is the first phase of a
two-part educational experience for students aspiring to become teachers. The
second phase is a field-based practicum (Rosenberg, 1991). Even though a
significant number of students with LD succeed in the academic portion of
teacher preparation, they may or may not succeed in the field experience
because of their learning disability. Specific research is not available on student
teachers with LD, but it seems a fair assumption that certain problems will carry
over into their teaching. For example, if a student has a communication problem
as a learner in the classroom, he will very likely have communication problems
as a teacher in the classroom.
Field experiences are an integral part of the teacher preparation process.
Hopkins (1995) stated, “Field experiences are the most maligned and
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most valued part of teacher education. Theoreticians and practitioners agree
that quality field experiences produce quality beginning teachers” (p. 8). He
asserted that field experience sites are the only places that preservice teachers
receive an opportunity to develop analytical skills expressly required for
teaching. The complex activities of teaching require “deliberate thought based
on careful analysis of situational variables” (p. 8).
The importance of the student teaching experience was recognized early
in the development of teacher education. Sharpe (1956) proposed that, "Direct
experience will continue to play an expanding role in the education of teachers"
(p. 229). Research findings confirm Sharpe's prediction. Howey, Yarger, and
Joyce (1978) surveyed more than 500 programs in over 140 teacher education
institutions. These researchers found that clinical experiences were available at
every level from freshman year through fifth-year programs. They also found
that the three most prominent clinical experiences were sophomore year
observation and participation, junior year observation and participation, and
senior year student teaching.
Elliott (1978) proposed three reasons for the continued emphasis on field
experience in teacher education which still appear to be valid:
1.

The field setting is an integral part of a great many of the

competency-based teacher education programs which have been widely
initiated in schools of education in recent years.
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2. There is a growing demand from practitioners that they become
more involved in the process of teacher preparation; it is their position that
the translation of theory into practice is best accomplished in the setting in
which they operate.
3. In this time of lower enrollments, many schools of education are
seizing this period of lessened teaching demands on faculty to experiment
with and implement more time-consuming programs and interfacing
activities with other agencies in the field of education, (p. 2)
Elliott's (1978) appraisal suggested that field experiences would continue
to play a major role in teacher education. Nearly 20 years later, his predictions
still prove accurate. Student practica are now an expected and accepted part of
teacher preparation.
Rotes and Responsibilities of Team Members
Teachers-in-preparation will receive the most benefit from their field
placement experience if it includes a well-planned team effort. The primary team
members are the university supervisor, the cooperating classroom teacher, and
the student teacher (Rosenberg et al., 1991). The roles and responsibilities of
the team members are described in the following paragraphs:
The University Supervisor assumes primary responsibility for the success
of a student teacher’s field experience and serves as direct liaison between the
"best interests of the practicum student and the requirements of the school or
LEA [local education agency]" (Rosenberg et al., 1991, p. 14). The university
supervisor arranges a placement for the student teacher that is most
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appropriate. Pothoff and Alley (1996) described six placement considerations:
diversity (culturally or ethnically diverse), collaboration (interaction between
practitioners, teacher educators and prospective teachers), cooperating teacher
preparation (receive special training), challenging beliefs (exposure to
alternative teaching experiences), mentor matching principles (involve both
mentor and beginning teacher in the site-selecticn process), and clustering
(placing groups of preservice teachers in the same school and/or in close
proximity to the teacher training institution).
In addition, the university supervisor monitors the progress of the student
teacher throughout the field experience. The result of this observation process
is positive feedback to the student teacher to enhance and improve
performance. In addition, the university supervisor mediates any disagreements
between the student teacher and the cooperating teacher. Garland (1982)
alluded to the complexity of the supervisor's role in the following description:
The college supervisor may appear to students and cooperating teachers
to be relatively free of apprehensions and concerns. In reality, those who
occupy this role can find themselves confronted by personal and
professional problems that result from the uniqueness of their position.
(p. 59)
The Cooperating Teacher has the greatest amount of direct contact with
the student teacher. In successful situations, a mentor relationship evolves from
the teacher-student teacher experience.

i
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Rosenberg et al. (1991) described five important characteristics expected
of a cooperating teacher. First, the cooperating teacher is a model of effective
instructional procedures and a paragon of tempered professional practice.
Second, the cooperating teacher is well-schooled in the ability to share their
instincts about teaching. Third, the cooperating teacher is able to prepare their
environment to maximize opportunities for novice teachers to succeed and learn
from their errors. Fourth, the cooperating teacher is able to observe and
evaluate student teacher performance while ensuring that little damage is
occurring to the often fragile self-coricept of the novice teacher. Last, the
cooperating teacher sets the pace for integration of the student teacher in
classroom activities, allowing gradua11-' increased levels of responsibility.
The Student Teacher has numerous responsibilities in the transition from
classroom student to student teacher. "How these responsibilities are met by
practicum students wili have dramatic effects on the success of the experience
itself as well as the individual’s future career in teaching" (Rosenberg et al.,
1991, p. 16). These researchers categorized student teacher responsibilities in
five groups. First, student teachers are responsible to students and their
parents. Second, student teachers are responsible to their cooperating teacher.
Clear communication between student teachers and the cooperating teacher is
imperative. Third, student teachers are responsible to their university. These
students represent the sponsoring university. "The behavior of each practicum
student reflects on the institution that has provided training for that individual"
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(Rosenberg et al., 1991, p. 19). The fourth responsibility of student teachers,
suggested by Rosenberg et al. (1991) is personal and professional growth.
Some of the strategies that developing teachers can employ to fulfill their
need for development and personal professional growth are briefly described.
First, recent publications in the field can be consulted. Second, skills can be
augmented by attending local, regional, or state conferences sponsored by
professional organizations. Third, inservice and staff development workshops
provided by local school districts are usually open to all personnel, including
student teachers. Last, these students can take additional university coursework
to provide further professional development.
Lgck^fJJse of Effective Strategies
Student teachers receive instruction and practice in various methods of
instruction. However, many preservice students do not apply the strategies and
methods they were taught. Browne and Hoover (1990) found that student
teachers employ instructional strategies emphasized in university courses
"variably, at best" (p. 22). These researchers noted several patterns that
emerged from their study.
First, very few of the student teachers used process writing in their
classrooms, even though interdisciplinary writing was emphasized in university
courses. Browne and Hoover (1990) suggested that the more recent writing
activities possibly competed with traditional activities or that writing instruction
was not emphasized.
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Second, the student teachers reported daily use of traditional activities
that they may have learned in their elementary school years. For example,
brainstorming, games/activities, audio/visual aids, math manipulatives, and
reading to the children are ail activities that have been used for many years.
Third, Browne and Hoover (1990) suggested that inadequate planning
time may be a factor in student teachers developing and using current
instructional strategies. "Many of the least-used activities require a great deal of
planning and effort, a quality which may be a premium for beginning and student
teachers" (p. 23). In addition to time constraints, reality shock, the lack of
university role models and the influence of cooperating teachers may be
additional variables in the lack of use of previously learned instructional
strategies.
Attitudinai Effects on Student Teaching
Two separate studies on the effect of student teaching on attitudes of
students resulted in similar findings. Teacher education students and graduates
possessed favorable attitudes toward their preparation for teaching, especially
student teaching. However, Alper and Relish (1972) and Dispoto (1980) found
that prospective teachers' attitudes tend to become more negative about
teaching and children after the student teaching experience. They also found
less favorable attitudes toward school work, and tendencies toward reduced
open-mindedness, empathy, and principled morality. Alper and Retish (1972)
suggested that this development of attitudes of student teachers is influenced to
a large extent by the direction in which their attitudes initially differ from those of
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the cooperating teacher guiding them. "The attitudes of student teachers
apparently tend to change in the direction of attitudes held by their supervisors"
(P- 74).
Requirements for Future Educators
In the last eight years reforms in teacher education have tightened the
requirements of education programs across the United States (Leatherman,
1988; Steffy. 1989). Leatherman (1988) reported that 26 states stiffened the
requirements for admission to teacher education programs and instituted
requirements that prospective teachers pass a special test to gain certification in
1988. In addition, 32 states have revised the curriculum for students who plan to
become teachers. Some have abolished the undergraduate degree in education
and now require prospective students to major in an academic subject and take
only a limited number of professional education courses. Other states have
increased the number of courses in pedagogy that teacher education majors
must take (Scannell & Guenther, 1989). Research findings indicated a long-term
interest in student teaching, from improving inservice training to mediating
relationships between cooperating teachers and student teachers (Blumberg,
1976; Boydell, 1986; Copeland, 1978; Joyce & Showers, 1980; Zeichner, 1992;
Zeichner & Tabachnick, 1981).
Steffy (1989) suggested that the overall effect of changes in licensure
requirements means that future teachers will have higher test scores and a
longer preparation period in a content area than was typically true before.
Garland (1982) addressed the issue of increased teacher accountability,
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"Teachers who are being held accountable for pupil performance will, in turn,
hold teacher preparation programs accountable for their ability to bring about
desired levels of pupil achievement" (p. 174). Potthoffand Alley (1996)
concluded there is a need to work harder to assure commitment to improved
field placements through greater communication and collaboration in the field
experience portion of the teacher education program:
If institutions are to maximize the usefulness of field placements, they
must clarify what they value most in field placement sites...those who
articulate the placement considerations they value most have taken a
positive step toward maximizing the potential of field experiences (p. 96).
Summary
The purpose of the literature search was to review research studies and
scholarly publications on the topic of student teachers with learning disabilities.
The review of literature suggests the following list of possible implications
regarding the student teaching experiences of students with LD:
1. Since learning disabilities persist into adulthood, it is likely that
characteristics will be present during the student teaching experience.
2. A large percentage of persons with LD experience problems with
written language. These may manifest themselves when student teachers are
asked to spell during lessons, write lesson plans, and send notes home to
parents.

50

3. Accommodations for success in college classrooms for persons with
LD are well established., but more need to be developed for the student teaching
experience.
4. It is not clear how or whether accommodations developed for
classroom learning translate to classroom teaching.
5. It is possible that problems with personal organization, planning, and
time management may translate into difficulties with planning an instructional
sequence and managing classrooms, tasks portrayed as rigorous in the
literature (Rosenberg et al, 1991).
6. Teachers report a great deal of paperwork is necessary in the role of
teacher (Olson, Chalmers, & Hoover, 1997). A disability in written and
spoken language may effect on a student teacher with LD or a
practitioner’s ability to fulfill the teaching role.
7. College professors appear to have mixed feelings regarding
accommodations for learning in the classroom. It is possible that some of the
same factors (work, rigor) may be evidenced by the significant others with whom
student teachers and professional educators interact (university supervisors,
cooperating teachers, principals).
8. Sequential processing difficulties for persons with LD may make living
with the sequential makeup of the school day (one activity following
another) a difficult proposition.

CHAPTER III
METHODS AND PROCEDURES
As revealed in Chapter Two, adults with learning disabilities experience
difficulties in academic endeavors, but no literature exists to indicate how that
disability affects pre-service teachers. Therefore, the purpose of this study was
to investigate student teachers with LD and to ascertain if they felt an effect of
that disability on their teaching performance. The study began with one
question: How do students with learning disabilities perceive their student
teaching experience? This broad and open-ended question allowed other
questions to emerge as the study progressed.
Chapter Three is a description of the methods and procedures used in
this research study, in the first section, a rationale for the use of descriptive
methods for this study is given. The remainder of the chapter includes my
procedures for topic and participant selection, collection of data, and data
analysis.
Rationale for Choice of Qualitative Methods for this Study
Miles and Huberman (1994) suggested that qualitative research may be
conducted in dozens of ways, many with long traditions behind them. Patton
(1990) contended that “methodological appropriateness” (p. 39) is the primary
criterion for judging methodological quality. Different methods are appropriate
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for different situations (Delamont, 1992; Glesne & Peshkin, 1992; Goetz &
LeCompte, 1984; Vierra & Pollock, 1988). “The issue becomes whether one
has made sensible methods decisions given the purpose of the inquiry,
the questions being investigated, and the resources available” (Patton, p. 39).
The participants in this study were student teachers with learning
disabilities. My purpose was to investigate their experiences and ascertain if
they felt an effect of that disability on their teaching performance from their
perspectives. This type of study required in-depth inquiry that focused on the
feelings, opinions, and reflections of the participants. For this reason, qualitative
research methods were used in the study.
Procedures
Choosing theTQgm
The concept for my study emerged from two specific passions in my life.
First, since the day my youngest son was diagnosed with learning disabilities at
the end of first grade, a fervor to learn and understand more about each aspect
of that disability has remained constant. Second, a passion for teaching has
burned brightly since the first day ! taught a classroom full of students.

A

natural marriage occurred when I brought the two passions together.
The merging of my desires to learn more about LD and more about
teaching resulted in a unique study of student teachers with learning disabilities.
I wanted to know how they felt about their experiences, not what I thought they
felt. Since my master’s thesis had involved college students with learning
disabilities and their use of learning and study strategies, I was familiar with that
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population. However, the methodology I used for the thesis involved only
standardized, statistical methods and i regretted that I could not ask students
what some of their answers meant and how they felt about some of the issues.
The parameters of quantitative research restricted that capability. Consequently,
for my dissertation, I wanted to do a qualitative study that allowed my interaction
with the participants. My interests in learning disabilities, as well as education,
inspired me to study the experiences of student teachers with learning
disabilities and to ascertain if they felt an effect of that disability on their teaching
performance. Now that I had my topic, I had to find qualified participants.
Participant SeteciteD
Once the concept for my study solidified, in February 1995 I contacted the
disabilities services department at Green University, but they were unwilling to
participate in the study.

I contacted three additional universities for potential

participants for the Study-White, Brown, and Black Universities, described my
study, and asked if they would participate.
While waiting to hear from the three universities, Abby, a student from
Green University contacted me. She had heard about my study and wanted
more information. After a description of my interests, intentions, and methods
for the study, she agreed to participate. She met the criteria for the study; her
learning disabilities were documented in public school records and she was
assigned to student teach during the fall of 1996. We set an appointment for our
initial interview for the following week. My first participant was confirmed.
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I received affirmative responses from White and Brown Universities.
Within one week, their staff members located two willing participants. White’s
student was Ben, a male student whose learning disabilities were documented,
and who was preparing to student teach in October 1996. Brown referred a
female student, Cari, also manifesting well-documented learning disabilities.
She had completed one semester of student teaching in the spring of 1996 and
was beginning an intern assignment in the fall of 1996. I scheduled introductory
interviews with Ben and Cari on Monday, September 30, 1996.
The progress of another important phase of the study advanced
simultaneously with participant recruitment. A university requirement before
conducting research is to procure approval for the research project from the
University’s Institutional Review Board. This study involved humans who were of
legal age; therefore, an expedited review was accepted. The research
participants were free to withdraw from the study at any time at no penalty, and
confidentiality was maintained through pseudonyms. (Copies of the Participant
Letter and Informed Consent Form are included in the Appendix).
Qualitative researchers usually work with small samples of people. Miles
and Huberman (1994) describe qualitative subjects and individuals "nested in
their context and studies in-depth-unlike quantitative researchers, who aim for
larger numbers of context-stripped cases and seek statistical significance"
(p. 27). Qualitative samples tend to be purposive, rather than random
(Morse, 1989). Research indicates that there is no magic answer to how many
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participants is enough. Glesne and Peshkin (1992) contended that "in the
numbers game, depth is traded for breadth" (p. 27).
My study involved three student teachers with learning disabilities, Due to
the design of this study, thorough descriptions of the participants, their
universities and student teaching sites are provided within individual profiles in
Chapter IV.
Data Collection
Patton (1990) emphasized the cardinal principle of qualitative research
collection and analysis: keeping things in context. Miles and Huberman (1994)
further emphasized the importance of careful data collection and analysis:
How a qualitative study is managed from Day 1 strongly influences the
kinds of analyses that can be done, and how easily. Qua'itative studies,
especially those done by the lone researcher or the novice graduate
student, are notorious for their vulnerability to poor study management.
(p. 43)
The student teachers were at different schools, in different cities, with
different time schedules and different teaching assignments. We met at the
student’s convenience, sometimes early in the morning, late at night, and
frequently on weekends. The participants chose when and where they wanted
to meet for each successive session, thus the number of interviews varied for
each individual.
My original intention was to use a semi-structured interview format,
focusing on the issues of learning disabilities. However, the participants
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requested that the focus be on their student teaching, not on their learning
disability. Therefore, I changed to an unstructured, open-ended format. Tne
interviews involved Discussions of the participants’ current teaching experiences
and whatever topics I took from their talking diaries that neeued expansion or
clarification.
Several considerations regarding the method of data collection were
important: (a) the student teachers agreed to the audio recording of all
interviews, (excluding the introductory session), (b) the student teachers
received minicassette recorders and a supply of blank tapes to record daily and
weekly reflections of their teaching experiences (talking diaries) with the
recorded tapes to be brought to the following interview, (c) a transcript of each
previous session was given to the student teacher to accept or change by
initialing, and return to me at the next interview, (d) a succeeding interview was
tentatively scheduled each time we met.
Not one of the three student teachers was comfortable with classroom
observation and asked that I not observe. Two reasons were consistent among
the participants. First, they were already under observation from their
cooperating teacher, and didn’t want to draw attention to themselves. In
addition, none of the student teachers had disclosed their learning disability to
their cooperating teacher. Therefore, caution was necessary in my data
collection to not breach confidentiality. Only after Abby and Ben had completed
their student teaching requirements did they agree to my visiting their teaching
sites and cooperating teachers. None of the students granted permission to

57

interview their university supervisors. They were skeptical of disclosing their
disabilities to anyone who would evaluate their performance.
Triangulation for the study materialized from participant transcription
confirmation, IEP document review, interviews with cooperating teachers, and
interviews with three directors of student teaching. Two directors were from
Green University, one recently retired; the third director was from White
University.
The data collection resulted in transcripts of significant length Abby’s
24 talking diary entries and six interviews resulted in 154 page (6802 lines),
Ben’s monthly diaries and five interviews resulted in 91 pages (4094 lines), and
Cari’s eight diary entries and five interviews totaled 96 pages (4171 lines).
Additional transcripts of the cooperating teachers and directors resulted in 60
pages-2663 lines. This amount of information provided a good fit with the
paradigm of “fat data,” (Glesne & Peshkin, 1992, p. 3), and produced a
challenge to find meaning from the study. The disjointed data needed careful
analysis and interpretation to create a whole from its parts.
Analysis
To examine the data in a systematic manner, I chose the constant
comparative method described by Glaser and Strauss (1967), who contended
that the elements of theory generated by comparative analysis include emerging
categories and their properties, followed by hypotheses of generalized
relationships among the categories. Glaser and Strauss described the four-step
process of the constant comparative method. First, incidents from the data
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applicable to each category are compared. Second, categories and properties
are integrated. Third, the theory is delimited. Finally, the theory is written.
Although the steps appear to be straightforward and simple, in reality the
process is complex. An extensive procedure of coding and comparison of data
within and between categories required diligence and commitment on my part as
researcher.
As weeks in the semester passed, and the diary reflections and interviews
accumulated, categories began to emerge: memories of elementary and
secondary school years; academic and psychological struggles of college course
work; rigors and rewards of student teaching; and hopes, wishes and plans for
their future. I color coded each category: background-green, public school
memories-yellow, college experiences-blue, student teaching-orange, and
future plans-pink. This coding was used within the student teacher transcripts
as well as those of the cooperating teachers and directors of student teaching.
Chapter Four describes the categories, themes, and patterns that emerged.

CHAPTER IV
DATA, CONSIDERATIONS, AND THEMES
This chapter is a description of the experiences that three student
teachers with learning disabilities provided through oral narrative. The study
findings are discussed within the context of metaphorical imagery.

Qualitative

researchers encourage the use of metaphors to project familiar visual images to
help understand new concepts (Eisner, 1991; Patton, 1990). Coffey and
Atkinson (1996) asserted, “The very logic of qualitative research, with its
emphasis on comparative methods, calls repeatedly for metaphorical or
analogical thinking, reading, and writing” (p. 159 ). They further clarified the use
of metaphors in qualitative research:
Metaphorical imagery can provide a useful way of thinking about and
interpreting textual data. Metaphors are a figurative use of
language, a ubiquitous feature of a culture’s or an individual’s
thinking and discourse. This is accomplished through comparison or
analogy. At its simplest, a metaphor is a device of representation through
which new meaning may be learned (p. 85)
In Chapter IV, the metaphor “painting” is used to compare five essential
elements of an artistic composition with five progressive phases (categories) of
educational experiences described by the student teachers in this study. These
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categories produced student teacher profiles rendered as individual portraits.
The final section of this chapter discusses themes and relationships that
emerged from the data and are depicted as the picture frames. These themes
identified commonalities of the student teachers’ educational experiences, and
provide a solid foundation for the conclusions of the study. My presentation of
the profiles includes accompanying commentary that frames the reporting of
particular and general description.
The profiles of three student teachers with learning disabilities appear in a
sequential format, designed to follow the components described in the imagery
of a painting. Each profile includes: descriptive background information;
experiences through elementary and secondary school years, college years,
and student teaching; and their future plans. In the following paragraphs I
provide a description of each metaphorical category and its relationship to the
participant profiles.
Background. As a portrait needs background details to enhance the
overall essence, participant profiles need descriptions of personal characteristics
and teaching sites to provide a foundation on which to build.
Pastels. Softer, paler colors are necessary to bring balance to the
brighter hues. Muted colors represent memories of elementary and secondary
school years.
Shadows.

Shading creates dimension and emphasizes perspective.

These shadows characterize the academic and emotional struggles the student
teachers experienced in college.
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Vibrant Colors. Brilliance brings life and energy to a painting. The
participants’ student teaching experiences were rigorous, yet rewarding and
exciting. The intensity of these experiences is likened to brighter, powerful
colors.
Finishing Touches. Strategic strokes are carefully placed to finish
painting. The student teachers finished their experiences with expressed hopes,
wishes, and plans for the future.
Frame. A completed portrait needs a frame to provide structural support
and to bind it together in a tight, firm form. Frames provide a method to present
and view the finished picture. The framework for the three student teacher
portraits is formed from themes and patterns tr.at emerged from the
consolidation of the student teachers’ colorful personal experiences. The
themes explain meaningful relationships and bind the three participants together
through their similar experiences.
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“ABBY”

Abby was a 23-year-old female student at Green University which is a co
educational institution located in the city of Greenville, an average-sized
Midwestern community with a population of approximately 49,000. Green
University has approximately 12,000 students. This stately 570-acre campus
located on the banks of a northern tributary reflects change and progress, yet its
construction design reflects continuity and character.
Green University sponsors a site-based preschool that was Abby’s
student teaching site. It offers child care to parents connected with the
University and the greater Greenville community. The preschool also serves as
the training site for an early childhood education program and for various
disciplines at the University. Between 75 to 90 children are enrolled annually.
The preschool was within walking distance of Abby’s campus apartment which
she shared with a roommate.
Abby’s hometown is within a 150-mile radius of Greenville. She is the
eldest of three children, with one sister and one brother. Abby attended a
parochial school for her elementary and secondary education. She had strong
family support throughout her educational experience. “I have a lot of family who
are teachers. They know I’ve struggled with this LD, but they’ve believed in me
and been my cheerleaders through all of it.” She relied on this support system
and described her supportive relationship with her mother, “ / go home and talk to
my mom, especially when I’m upset... we talk a iot on the phone...she has been a
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very good support for me...she is a big help to me. ’’ Abby’s mother encouraged
her to participate in the study.
Abby selected Saturday mornings and Sunday afternoons to meet at the
Student Union on the Green University campus. She felt comfortable with the
anonymity of that environment. The following pages paint a picture of Abby’s
journey through school, college, and student teaching experiences. Abby was a
quiet, soft-spoken young lady with a ready smile. Her willingness to reveal
vulnerabilities and personal feelings about her learning disabilities provided
authenticity and reflected a depth of character that is to be commended.
Pastels - Elementary and Secondary School Years
Intermittently throughout Abby’s discourse, she reflected on her learning
disabilities in math (calculation/reasoning), reading (decoding/comprehension),
and oral/written language and the effect of these disabilities on her elementary
and high school experiences. Abby described the weight of the LD label she felt
throughout school.
I grew up with a label and I know exactly how that feels. And the way
schools are working now they have quite a process that they go through
for determining whether or not the child should be referred...! don’t really
think there was a very big process when I was referred...and how they
look at children with learning disabilities is so different now than it was
when I was diagnosed.

I think that’s good... There are so many different

disabilities now...It is much more natural today for kids to come and go
from the classroom. But in comparison to when I was in school, I was
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somewhat ashamed to go and leave the room and get up and leave what
was going on in the classroom. But then once I got there, I was so glad to
have that extra help. So I never wanted to refuse going to the reading
reacher or the math teacher for extra help because I usually got along
really well with my teachers, but it was the initial leaving or when that
teacher would come for me, I would kind of feel a little bit ashamed. But I
don't think that kids thought that as much as I did. Sometimes they did
treat me a little bit differently or I felt a little singled out, because
everybody knew because it was a sm all school. But I'm still trying to get
away from it (the label). It stays with you.
At an early age, Abby recognized that teachers varied in their attitudes toward
students in special education. Memories of attending IEP meetings prompted
Abby’s description of how she felt about wearing a label.
Ijust remember sitting in those IEP meetings and the teachers who were
there because they wanted to be and the teachers who had to be
there...so I think I will want to be there for the kids. When I see a child
sitting in their desk and has tears cr isn ’t getting it, I’m going to know how
that feels and I'm going to be right there for that kid...I just don’t want to
make a child feel labeled. That’s the way I felt...I felt like it was kind of
tacked on my forehead. They didn’t mean that to be harm ful-l know they
didn't. The school I went to the teachers were very caring and when they
found my areas of weakness, they built on those. I had a lot of support
and that's what I want to give my students...! could benefit the kids that
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struggle in some way, because that’s the way I was and my heart just
goes out to those kids.
Math calculation and reasoning were challenges for Abby. Early in elementary
school she struggled to cope with her inability to understand math concepts.
She described one experience and how she dealt with it at the time.
I remember in third grade they (regular and special education teachers)
started cutting my worksheets in half so I would only have seven
problems instead of 14 so I could take a little more time and get them
done. It was a modification the teachers wanted to make. The kids
caught on to that real quick. They were just bugging me on the
playground about it, things like “\why do you get to do le ss? ” I don’t know
what all they said, but I remember telling them that I'd much rather do it
like they did-that it wasn’t fun not being able to do it like they could. I
kind of stood up to them and said something like, ‘‘It’s not really fun having
to do it this way. ” So I remember a lot of experiences in the classroom
where I don’t know if I’d answer a question or I’d get confused when a
teacher was calling on me, but there’d be kids laughing and poking fun
and that really kind of hurt, i remember that a lot... I don’t think I ever cried
in school very much when I was little...maybe a little bit. I felt bad, but I
rerriember getting angry this time. And you know, I think the teasing
pretty much stopped after that.
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In elementary school, Abby left the classroom to work on reading with special
education teachers. Since she was usually the only girl to leave the room, she
compared herself with those who stayed in the regular class:
Another thing I remember is there was this one little boy and he would
really cry when he couldn’t do his work. We went through our reading
groups together. We'd go to this special room and meet with different LD
teachers and he would usually come with. There were a couple of little
boys that would come with me, but not a lot. Most of the girls were really
bright, so I often felt like I just didn’t measure up at all with them.
Abby did not enjoy language, finding the rules for grammar especially difficult.
She remembered how the corrections were always in red ink, and she felt that
she could not express herself fully. She found it embarrassing to ask for help in
front of her classmates because it singled her out.
I didn't like language, like knowing all of the rules...they were hard for
me...anything like that. But I liked writing stories and that grew more
when I got into high school. I don’t think they gave us the freedom to just
v/rite in school...! always got red pen... they’d go ‘this isn ’t right, ’ and check
it off...my creativity was stifled. I think it would be interesting to see what I
could have done if they could have just let me go...but it was mostly sit in
the rows, by the book, sit and be quiet-and that’s what I did. I was pretty
good at behaving, but when I didn’t get something, it was real hard to go
up to that desk because I knew that everybody knew that I was struggling.
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In junior high and high school, Abby remained in the classroom for most of her
classes. She accessed the resource room for assistance with taking tests when
they were difficult to read or lengthy.
My LD teacher read and paraphrased my science and math tests. But the
others were OK. I took them in the classroom, like the religion tests and
history tests were so iong that I probably went out of the classroom for
them. It just kind of varied on what I was having trouble with at the time.
As a senior, Abby began to think of becoming a teacher. After observing a
younger student struggle with testing, Abby realized that she understood what
the student was feeling. She became determined to help reach students with
learning problems.
I remember in high school when I was a senior. A little girl in about
second grade came into Betty's office-m y special education teacher-and
she was being tested. I saw m yself in that little girl right away. Betty had
to leave for something and asked me to finish, so I did. I knew exactly
how she (the little girl) felt when it wouldn’t come or when it did. It was
just very touching. Reflecting on that kind of experience made me want to
be in a teacher role...I wanted to help those kids. It’s hard and som e kids
don't want to try. But I don't know, I just know it’s hard to begin with but if
you can somehow reach them. I don't really know what got me going...it
must have been my mom.
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Shadows.-- Coll ege Expe rien ces
School continued to be difficult for Abby after high school, yet she had a
successful freshman year. She chose to major in music, an interest since
childhood, and enjoyed her first semester.
When I was a freshman, I started as a music major because I just love to
sing and it’s my favorite thing to do. So I wanted to teach young children
music because I had so much fun with my own choir teachers that I
thought it would be great to teach it... Well that first year is hard any way
you look at it, but I had a lot of support from the University’s student
services. They provided note takers for me and I did well my first
semester. I got on the Dean’s List with a 3.8. I did really well. I wasn’t
even sure college was for me. I thought I might not be able to do th is-it
just seemed larger than life. Then I wasn’t really sure even after that first
sem ester if it was really for me. It just didn't feel right. I'd go into those
theory classes, and I’d think, "Do I want to go through all of these theory
classes ? Do I want it that badly?" So I just kind of spent the next
sem ester thinking and searching about other things...just sorting things
out. I went to career services and talked with someone and it came over
and over again that working with people was my strength-! should work
with people...so I thought about sociology, psychology, and even
counseling.
Abby’s math deficit became evident again as she looked into these areas of
study. The various disciplines required significant numbers of math courses.
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She decided to begin with the basic math class and work her way up. Her first
math instructor did not help her confidence or her comprehension.
What got in the way was my math...! was very deficient as far as math
classes for education. I had to start with 101, 102, 103, 277 and Team
Math. Then I took math this summer, too. So I’ve had six math classes.
When I first saw how many math classes I would have to have, it just
didn’t seem possible. When I was a freshman and took Math 101 here
and I took the first test. The class met once a week. The teacher said,
"You will not pass. You might as well just drop it." / was devastated. I
went home crying and I talked to m y . She's always been a good support
for me. She had my uncle talk to me and he said, "Abby, if you really
want to be a teacher and teach young chiidren, math in no way should
stop you. You can get the proper help and special education there." So
then I got all teary-eyed, because my heart was saying I really want to do
this.
The family support Abby received helped her stay focused on her goal. She
determined that, no matter what, she would make it through the required math
sequence. Her desire and commitment to become a teacher helped her
persevere.
I guess knowing that I want to get through all that math badly enough kind
of made me think this is probably what I’m called to do. So it was kind of a
really neat experience, just finding out that way. What I did was take
Math 100 by correspondence, and then the next year I took 102, the
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following summer I took College Algebra by correspondence again, and I
got an "A I wish I could go back to that first teacher now and show him.
Math 277 (Math Methods) was kind of tricky. It took me a couple of
semesters. I had a tough teacher with that one, too. I took it and had to
drop it and then I took it again and got a “C". Then this summer I taught
math for summer school elementary children, so that was really
challenging, but really in a good way...I need to not worry so much.
Before, I was really scared to teach m ath-now I think I can do this...I
know the part about my nerves and math is something I'm going to have
to keep working on.
Math classes weren’t the only challenges that Abby faced in college. He
described another college classroom situation that caught her off guard and
caused great embarrassment. A college professor openly disclosed Abby’s
learning disability to the entire class and took not responsibility to help Abby find
a notetaker, although Abby had gone through the appropriate channels to
receive accommodations.
Student services informed my teachers about my learning disability and
requested a notetaker from each class. In one of my education classes,
my teacher said in class, "Abby, I know you have a learning disability and
you need a notetaker. It will be your responsibility to find som eone in this
class to get notes from. ’’ She said it in front of all the students, som e who
were my friends and didn’t even know I was LD. I didn’t know what to
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think or do. I felt really bad and I was so embarrassed. I couldn't believe
she did that. I would never do that to a student.
Abby successfully completed her education sequence, with the exception of an
independent study and a seminar on persons! teaching style which she finished
during her student teaching. She qualified to student teach, with a double major
in early childhood/elementary education, which required her to complete 32
hours of student teaching: 16 hours in early childhood, eight hours in
kindergarten, and eight hours in elementary school. For the study, Abby was
fulfilling her first student teaching experience, the early childhood placement at
the Green University preschool.

Vibrant Colors StudeoUeachiDfl
The beginning of Abby’s student teaching experience produced a range of
emotions from excitement to anxiety. She was excited to begin, yet a bit
apprehensive at the same time.
I guess my very first thoughts of students were, “This is so new." I felt that
freshman feeling where something is really new... You know you have
those little butterflies on the first day, but they are really starting to go
away by now. I just think this is going to be more fun than I thought it was
going to be, actually. I try to look at things as positive as I can...In the
past couple of weeks that I've been student teaching, I guess I just really
feel positive about all of it. I’m learning a lot but I'm really handling things
well, I think... It was kind of scary that first week. I kept going in not
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knowing what to expect...it was pretty unpredictable for me, but by the
second week I felt more organized.
Ann, the preschool supervisor, described the format of the preschool
programming and provided a general description of student teacher
responsibilities.
We have four classrooms and in each classroom we serve eighteen
children. There are always two teachers in each classroom, an
experienced teacher and then an inexperienced teacher, like Abby or
Joni. They each care for a little family of eight or nine children at the
most...There’s fifty hours of care each week and some of our children are
here those fifty hours. We really become like their family. That’s very
important to us, and we call them families for that reason... We have a
sequence of activities every day that we carry out always in the sam e
order so the children always know what the routine of the day is... The
student teachers have their co-teacher (experienced teacher) to rely on,
but really they have their own little family of nine children and they are
totally responsible for those children and serving them their meals and
planning activities right from day one. They might plan their day together,
plan the same activities even, until they’re feeling more comfortable.
Ann emphasized that student teachers are encouraged to become independent
as soon as possible. They are expected to design unit plans and projects of
their own choosing and coordinate their activities with their experienced teacher.
They really can be as independent as they choose to be. Definitely by the
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third or fourth week most have enough confidence to act very
independently...More specifically, the student teachers are responsible for
observing each child and looking at different areas of development...really
assessing throughout the day how children are making progress. They're
aiso responsible for developing a relationship with each parent. We have
parent conferences mid-semester which help us to assess how that
relationship is going.
Abby provided dozens of pages of narrative on daily activities, routines,
successes and frustrations throughout her semester. For the purpose of the
study, I focused on those areas of teaching that might have been affected by her
learning disability. Therefore, Abby’s strengths will be briefly described, but
more emphasis is placed on her vulnerabilities and how she viewed them.
Abby’s supervisor confirmed Abby’s interaction with students.
I think it’s easier for Abby to relate to children than it is to adults. I saw
her relationships with children being established very quickly and very
easily, especially with those who are more like Abby, more soft-spoken
and quiet and she had many of those just more reticent children in her
group that she really had to draw out and, oh man, those relationships just
blossom ed so quickly and really grew during the semester. It was more
difficult for her to relate to the children who were more active or more
independent, more outspoken. That was much more difficult. If she had
to encourage them to meet her expectations, that was much more difficult
for Abby. She had to work very hard at that, to speak out in a much firmer
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voice and state her expectations more clearly and make certain she was
consistent and that there were consequences some of the time. That was
a real struggle for her and she'll continue to struggle with that.
Abby admitted that conflict in the classroom was difficult for her to handle. She
much preferred the quiet, more passive children. She was not confident about
her abilities to deal with discipline problems.
There were a couple of little conflicts throughout the day. I’m feeling
better about talking with the children-just their dealings with other
children, their social times like when they get upset with each other. I’m
really getting in there and getting my feet wet and trying different
things...but it’s hard to know what to say or do with them...I have quite a
few girls and they’re very quiet and they love to be around me. They don’t
ever seem to act up or act out or get upset with anyone...It’s challenging
but I think working with these more difficult children is going to teach me a
lot about how to talk to children, a little bit about discipline-how I can get
them to listen-and challenge them to listen and take responsibility for
their actions and controlling themselves and so on...
Time management presented a challenge for Abby intermittently throughout the
semester. She had a difficult time pacing herself to complete her readings and
research paper for an independent study. For example, one particular incident
was when her schedule became mixed up and she missed a class session.
I just have to share with you that I kind of made a big mistake. It’s Friday
and today was the day that I was to meet for my independent study and I
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didn’t realize that it was today because usually we meet every other
Friday and I thought it was next week. So I got my time a little jum bled
and I was thinking that I have more time to read this material, and I didn’t.
I’m kind of starting to think about a research paper for this class and it’s
really not going well... I just feel like things are just so busy and this class
is reaily hard for me.
Organized, sequential thinking was not easy for Abby. Her retrieval of
prelearned information was weak. She viewed her memory problems as
forgetting “the little things that you don’t use every day.”
With me, I forget things (laughs). I have to relearn them anyway. You
know, just the little things like in everyday life things, whether they be
about the weather or map skills, or anything like that...I tend to forget
things, you know, little technical things that you don’t use all the time. I
feel really foolish because someone else might remember all those things
you learned in elementary, but I forget those little things.
Keeping track of several things occurring at the same time proved very difficult
for Abby. She worked to become more spontaneous, thinking quickly on her feet
and making confident decisions, but that aspect of her teaching remained a
challenge throughout the semester.
Ann noticed several difficulties that Abby had in teaching the children and
contacted Abby’s advisor. She learned of Abby’s learning disabilities, but did not
tell Abby she knew. Abby had not disclosed her disability to Ann, and, therefore
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was never aware that Ann knew she was LD. Ann expressed her feelings about
disclosure of disabilities and how it might have helped in Abby’s case.
It would have helped to know about Abby’s learning disability in the
beginning, because once I had talked with Dr. Smith about it I understood
that Abby had difficulty thinking about many things at one time, that
thinking about them ahead and really pre-planning thoroughly and making
ail the decisions ahead of time that could be made would really have
helped her in that when she was then with children and had to think on
her feet and respond to things on the spur of the moment, which you
always have to do in early childhood education, that her mind was just
freer of other things so that she could then attend to those things needing
her response right there at that moment... We would have spent a lot more
time planning and thoroughly organizing each activity for each part of the
day and having the materials right there and very accessible for her.
Abby realized that she was not meeting all of Ann’s expectations, yet she
seemed to feel that she was doing some of the things already that Ann
mentioned. Abby questioned if some of her difficulties were related to her
learning disability, or whether they were just a part of her personality.
I’m starting to notice that when there are so many things going on at once
that maybe some of my problems come from my learning disabilities, but
that’s what teaching is, too. I mean you’re juggling ten things at a time
and that’s hard for me...So when I don't remember I wonder if it's because
of my learning disability or if it's just who I am. And logging, like progress,
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that's going to be very important to teaching and it's challenging to
me...Ann said she often sees me thinking very hard about different things,
but I’m not saying what I’m thinking. She said that if I could just state my
expectations, but then I started thinking and I’m like, well I did. I really
tried to do that. I really tried to let them know what I did expect and did
explain directions and so I’m working as hard as I possibly can but it just
doesn’t feel like it's working no matter what I do, I guess (deep sigh) som e
days you just keep trying and it just really won't work.
Towards the end of Abby’s student teaching, she felt overwhelmed. Her
additional responsibilities outside of teaching weighed heavily on her at times
throughout her experience.

For example, the following description of one

week’s activities demonstrates her hectic schedule and its effect on her teaching
performance.
I keep thinking I have too much on my plate. I just don’t seem to have
time to get everything done...As far as I’m feeling right now, I am super,
super tired this week. A s I look back on the whole week and look at all of
the things that I’ve done and it makes me tired just to think about it... But it
was just a iot in one week, so I’m ready for the weekend, I must say...It
gets stressful. Tuesday night I had a C P R class until 6:00 so that was a
long day. Wednesday night we had a family night at the preschool, so
that was busy. Thursday night I did things with music, so as Friday came,
it was like looking back and just being tired just thinking about all of it... I
just got home and, to be honest, I am beat. I am very tired. I worked at
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the preschool today from 7:30 this morning until 5:30 tonight. It was a
long day...It’s not a very good day to be tired and I can’t really say why I'm
tired today. I seem to get plenty of sleep but it just

seem s like it was

another day of working with these same kids who were realiy having a
tough time... It really saps the energy just right from you really quick... I’m
really tired by Friday. It’s just because kids are constantly needing you
and it’s kind of draining after awhile...But I felt that I really took charge
today, I had to make some decisions...Things didn’t all work the way I
wanted them to. I still did the same things, but because was tired, it was
harder. I guess
I’m finding that as much sleep as I can find or gather at night is important.
!t is interesting to note that Abby stayed active in church music during college,
even though she dropped her music major. Music continued to be rewarding for
her throughout student teaching, to the point that she sometimes sang to her
students, and often nad them sing jingles.
The stress of an over-extended schedule was confirmed by Abby’s
supervisor. She mentioned that many times she was forced to speak with
student teachers about their busy lives.
I often have to speak with them and say, "You're not giving enough time
to this. I know you don't have the time. I know you feel really busy, but
these are the requirements that have to be met. You need to spend more
time on observaticn, preparation, or getting more materials together.
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Abby exhibited anxiety over any type of observation or evaluation. She was very
anxious about being critiqued, whether it was her preschool supervisor or the
university descriptive review team (composed of Abby’s advisor, instructors,
preschool director, and university supervisor). Several times during Abby’s
narratives, she mentioned her nervousness about the results of her evaluation.
Ann came to observe me today. I felt kind of very uncomfortable. When
she came, it was the most difficult time of the day and it was kind of tense.
So I’m really hoping that she will be positive with me when she talks about
what she observed. She is so positive, but it is hard sometimes because
it is kind of nerve racking when someone comes to observe you, your
teaching style, how you interact with children and think like that...I think
my meeting with her will perk me up and help me out a lot...I’ve been
trying to get ready for my descriptive review. I’m choosing the questions I
want to answer and writing everything I think is important. I hope I get a
good review...As far as my descriptive review goes, that’s today at 10:00,
in about an hour, and I’m nervous for it. Ijust hope that it goes well. I feel
prepared but I’m going to go over things one more time and hopefully I'll
have some good things to tell you (laughs)...! think it will actually be a
positive experience. It will probably give me that boost I need just to keep
on plugging through the sem ester and just feeling good about what I have
done.
The purpose of the descriptive review was to help Abby identify her areas of
strengths as well as vulnerabilities. The team complimented Abby on her
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empathy and compassion for students, and recognized her thoughtfulness as
well as her enthusiasm and strong desire to learn. The team described Abby’s
lack of confidence as a vulnerability, demonstrated by her need for immediate
reassurance for decisions she made. Also, Abby tended to be overly cautious
when teaching under observation, another symptom of low confidence. Abby
described her perception of the descriptive review.
It was a very good experience. It really helped me see a lot of things,
learn some things about m yself that I've been doing and it also showed
me some growth since the beginning of the sem ester and that was very
good. Some of the strengths that came across were just my feelings that
each child was special, an appreciation for the uniqueness of each child
and I’m very respectful towards the children. Ijust have a desire to learn.
I’m very receptive to advice-1 just always want input (laughs).
Thoughtfulness is a strength, well-prepared for teaching, affectionate,
interest in music, compassion and patience with children who are quiet,
leserved -like myself. I have enthusiasm and I learn well from
experience...The areas of vulnerability are sometimes my lack of
confidence in some spur of the moment happening, just not sure if I made
that right decision or handled it properly, I have to ask right away.
Another vulnerability is that the perceptions of others are important to me.
I'm very careful how I speak to children, even more so because som eone
is v/atching me and I just so much want to do my best and to please her
and I want her to see good things in me as a teacher...Also lack of
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experience makes me vulnerable. You know this is the most
responsibility I’ve had ever and so they were thinking that just because I
still am seeking information and feedback from others that there is a lack
of experience there that is showing through. I just need that confidence to
do things on my own.
Although Abby seemed satisfied with the descriptive review, she also was
apprehensive. She questioned whether or not she perceived things in the way
they were intended for her to receive them.
When I came out of the meeting (descriptive review)! kind of had mixed
feelings. I told myself, ‘‘That was good. I learned about my strengths and
vulnerabilities. ” But then i'd come back and say, but was it good or not? I
wasn’t really sure. I’m still not sure how I feel about that.
Abby questioned her abilities and her performance. She wondered if she
planned enough, did enough. She wondered if other student teachers did more
than she did, progressed faster and further than she did.
Am I doing O K ? Every now and then I ask am I doing enough, am I
planning enough...sometimes I kind of feel like I should be doing more.
And I don't know if I’m just hard on myself, but sometimes I kind of
evaluate m yself and just wonder if I’m doing enough. Sometimes it
seem s that the other student teachers are doing more...I keep thinking
that I should be further than I am. But you can’t really go back because
what’s happened has been good...So I've been questioning m yself a lot,
and then this last week was just hard.
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The questions and self-doubt extended into Abby’s thoughts about the demands
of teaching. She wondered about her preparation to teach and if she loved
teaching enough to meet the challenge.
The doubt that I've been having, you know, teaching is just so much and
sometimes I wonder, you know, wili I be able to do it (teach). I've come
this far, will I be able to keep it going (laughs). I really do wonder if
teaching in the classroom setting is right for me, because I don’t want to
do something if I'm not going to love what I'm do. ,g. When I talk on the
phone with my aunt who’s a teacher and mentor of mine, Ijust think, she
really loves it...That’s what I want.
At the end of Abby’s student teaching experience, she was still concerned about
her ability to teach. However, she acknowledged her strong desire to work with
children and her commitment to try her best to succeed in the classroom.
The part of teaching that really frightens me, I think is the planning. My
co-teacher said, “Don’t let that scare you from teaching or that might make
you feel that maybe this isn ’t what you want. ” I really know, just from the
experience that I’ve had, that I want to be with children. I mean if, for
some reason the classroom doesn't end up where I stay, I do want to try, I
have to try it, or I won’t know... but I just keep thinking what if I can’t do it.
You know, I’ve gotten so far, but what if it doesn’t work for me... Ijust have
to try.
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FjnMiln<iTQ>ucjies-“ Plans for the Future
When I asked Abby to describe her perception of teaching, she stated
that teaching is learning, stretching, and growing. Her desire was to keep
learning throughout her life whether she was a student or a teacher.
I think teaching is learning from whatever standpoint you ’re at, whether
you ’re a child or a teacher. I think teachers learn just as much as the kids
do, so I just think it's learning and growing and stretching and, I guess, I’m
hoping as I keep going, to see the fun in it for myself, because I don’t
know if I’ve found that.
Abby stated that she did not feel she had really taught yet, because she did not
view her student teaching at the preschool as true teaching. Yet, she described
the children as seekers of knowledge because of their cycle of asking questions,
receiving answers, and asking more questions.
The things I’m doing are really fun, but I don’t really feel like I’m teaching
per se because I’m not really in a classroom...it’s teaching in a child care
center where they’re learning how to get along, but there’s really some
amazing things that you can do with young children when you ask them
questions and they really grow to be seekers of knowledge and then they,
for themselves eventually will go and ask themselves questions and then
find ways to find answers...! hope I don’t ever stop learning.
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I asked Abby what she saw herself doing in five years. She described her hopes
and vision for her future classroom. Abby’s description of her dream reflected
her compassionate nature.
/ hope that I’ll have a classroom that will promote learning but in a fun
way, a real positive way, so there isn ’t a lot of pressure on children so they
can just enjoy it and feel very at home in their classroom. It’s a place
where they’re safe and they can laugh and yes, they have to control their
behaviors, but they can still feel comfortable and have some choices in
the work they do and feel good about it...I know I have a lot of empathy
and a love towards children, so I'm just hoping that all the learning of how
to teach and how to organize m yself will come.
Abby’s wish was that she would be able to serve people and give of herself in
any manner possible. Her passion was to share her life with others. For Abby,
life is made meaningful by doing for others.
I have this passion. I have this drive to serve people and just give
whatever there is I can give to help. I just think for you to really enjoy the
life that you're given, you have to do something with your life to be
purposeful and enjoyable. If we’re not giving or benefiting others, then it
doesn't seem meaningful to me.
Abby is currently completing her final eight-week student teaching assignments
in kindergarten and elementary school. She volunteered to keep recording her
student teaching experiences and reflections throughout spring semester. She
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contacted me two weeks before this project went to committee. She has been
offered a full coverage graduate teaching assistantship at a private university in
the East. At the time of our visit, she was preparing to fly for a personal
interview and orientation the following week. Needless to say, Abby was
excited. It seemed no less than she deserved.
“Ben”
Background - Descriptive Details
Ben was a 23-year-old male student at White University which is located
in the small, agricultural town of Whitesvilie, with a population of approximately
2,092. White University has approximately 700 students and offers a studentteacher ratio of 15:1. The University was founded in 1889, an original land
grant institution. It is a modern, well kept campus, composed of 18 buildings
over a 60-acre tract of land.
Ben’s hometown is within a 40-mile radius of Whitesvilie. At the time of
the study, he lived in an off-campus apartment in Whitesvilie, just minutes from
his student teaching site. Ben has a younger sister attending another university;
his parents are both teachers in the public school system and have provided
consistent support throughout Ben’s education. He was enthusiastic and
personable, and seemed to enjoy telling his story.

Ben described his family life

and the part his parents played in his decision to become a teacher.
I’m a guy that grow up in a household with two teachers. My mother was
a high school English teacher and my dad taught government and history
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classes. S c I grew up in high school classrooms. I began to see that this
was actually the kind of life for me. Teaching is a nine to five job, but it’s
not a nine to five job. It's different students, it’s working with students, and
I found that I liked that. I did some little league coaching and reffing in
high school and I started to see that, God, there’s something about being
with these kids that actually motivates me, that I actually enjoy. So, as I
got through high school, I started saying, ‘Hey, this is what I want to do. I
want to be a high school teacher and work with kids and coach and things
like that. ’ I saw a lot of negatives, but I saw more positives. I wanted to
go out and help kids. I had a lot of good teachers along the way that, I
think, helped me with my disability.
Ben was completing a double major in social studies and physical education,
with a coaching minor. He described the planning it took to get a workable
schedule to complete course work and student teaching in an acceptable time
frame.
Two years ago, I met with Wayne, who basically runs the student teaching
placements out of the education department. We talked about what I
needed to do...Since I’m a double major with social studies and PE, I took
a couple of extra classes in elementary physical education so I could be
certified kindergarten through twelfth grade...most student teachers that
are certified in P E don’t take that route. They don’t want to waste time
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taking those classes and they don’t want to waste time student teaching in
elementary school. They just want to stick with the junior high-high
school, the older kids...Since I needed to student teach physical
education-both elementary and secondary-and also in social studies, we
decided to work it out where I would take a couple of methods classes in
the morning and be able to student teach part-time in the afternoon. Then
the next semester I would student teach social studies and P E at the high
school. If I were to try to do it in one semester, I would have had to go to
the high school, teach social studies and P E and then try to figure out
when I could go to an elementary school and teach some classes. It just
seem ed too much for a student teaching load... This way I’ll get my
elementary P E and methods done, take my student teaching sem inar and
all that, and then go to Greenville to student teach in a large high school.
There are some students really having trouble getting their student
teaching in. They didn't think ahead and get their courses evaluated. I’m
glad I did, and he wasn’t even my advisor. He was just willing to help.
For the study, Ben was fulfilling the requirements for his elementary physical
education certification. The elementary school where Ben student taught had
approximately 325 students. The building was a combination of old and new.
Administrative offices and classrooms were located in the newer section; the
older section housed the gymnasium where Ben taught elementary physical
education.
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Ben suggested that we meet at 8:30 a.m. on specified Wednesday
mornings at a small diner in Whitesville for our sessions. He felt it provided
more privacy than on campus. The following pages describe Ben’s passage
through elementary and secondary school, college, and student teaching. He
openly shared his self reflections and colorfully described memorable
educational experiences.
Pastels ~ Elementary and Secondary School Years
At various points in Ben’s narrative, he referred to experiences in
elementary and secondary school. He described comprehension and
concentration as his greatest challenges, although his learning disabilities were
also evident in reading decoding/comprehension, written language, and math
calcuiation/reasoning, and affected his overall academic performance. Ben
described his concept of learning disabilities as roadblocks. He had to find a
way around the detours before he could store new information.
This is the way I explain it (learning disability) to p e o p le -l say your brain’s
got these little roads up there full of knowledge and they move around.
When you learn things and you're in class and you’re being taught certain
skills, these roads open up and your little knowledge moves around and it
gets stored in places. Well, in my brain, I’ve got this road block up there.
I've got this detour sign that says, "un-uh, knowledge can't go there. Find
another route.'” So you try to find another route, and that’s probably not
the right one. More than likely, it’s not the right one...so you come again
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and again to more road blocks and you’re constantly trying to find that one
way to learn. The frustrating part is because there’s six or seven different
subjects and you probably learn different for all of them... For me the road
block is probably understanding concepts...you get one or two of the
concepts down where maybe you’ve got four or five concepts for a
problem, where do the third and fourth ones land? You get lost between
step one and step four. It's like your mind goes blank.
Memories of going to elementary school and realizing he was different linger in
Ben’s mind. He described the way he felt when he realized he was different.
A ll of a sudden you’re sitting in the classroom and it’s like, ‘Oh God...'
You don’t realize there’s something wrong but you can start to sense the
frustration you’ve never felt before. A ll of a sudden you ’re feeling clammy
in class, like you don’t want to answer anything. You’re not as happy as
you used to be. The excitement just starts to let out. Things aren't the
way you think they should be.
Ben often could not complete his work on time because he did not comprehend
the assignment, or did not understand what was expected of him. The recourse
for incomplete work was to stay after school. This was extremely hard for Ben,
since he was very athletic and wanted to be outside. Extracurricular activities
provided Ben the outlet that he needed for his frustration with school.
You’re always staying after school to finish work. It’s pointless because
you're sitting there by yourself working on work that you never understood
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in the first place and so you can’t finish it and now you're sitting there from
3:00 to 4:00 and you ’re still not getting anything done because you still
don’t understand it. The teachers can’t figure out why you’re not getting
anything done. .. then you start to have successes and you get through it...I
think the extracurricular activities saved me. Extracurricular activities after
school. Going to the park. Ever since I was a little kid, going down to the
park and playing hockey from 4:00 until 8:00 or 9:00 at night... I got rid of a
lot of frustration doing that... and dad would bring me a little sack lunch
and maybe I’d do some homework there.
Junior high proved to be as challenging to Ben as his elementary school
experiences. He continued to struggle with academics.
It's the same in junior high. You start out at the bottom. It’s like you ’re a
complete failure at everything. Then there’s this minor breakthrough. You
have a little success. You’ve shown yourself you can do something so
you try it again. You have success there. You try something here but
then it’s a complete failure and you drop again. But somehow you keep
having these little successes and the failures keep occurring, but yo u ’ve
kind of got a rhythm. You’re having more and more successes. You've
got things figured out.
His high school years challenged Ben to strive harder than ever. He felt that he
probably worked harder than most other students just to keep up with his
academics.
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You get to high school and things don't change much... You've proved to
yourself that you can do something. You keep trying and you keep trying.
It still seem s ten times harder than it is for most people. But somehow
you’ve developed this work ethic. You're just going to learn everything, as
much as possible, because you have no choice.

To get by, to get decent

grades, to get good grades, you have to learn twice as much as anybody
else. Sometimes ten times as much as anybody else.
Ben recalled a particularly painful experience that occurred in his physical
science class. Although it was traumatic at the time, the episode taught him to
continue to believe in himself, even when teachers and students didn’t. Ben
also realized the experience gave him empathy for his future students.
I really wasn’t encouraged to do well from the start. He (science teacher)
was really smart, and from the start it just was like we didn't really
connect.../ think from the start I did poorly, like when we did quizzes on
this and that and I didn’t do real well on those kinds of tests...I ended up
with a lab partner that was kind of smart, and this person just wouldn’t let
me do anything. And the person kind of told the teacher that I was
worthless and all that. So, the teacher said, "You're not doing any labs."
My weakness was in helping the student and so the student was like, "I
don't want to be his lab partner. He's a moron, all h e’s doing is screwing
this up for me because he can’t mix this right." So the teacher said,
"You’re just a safety hazard, you won’t participate. ” So, after that if
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anybody did anything in the class, it was my fault. If he turned his back
and turned back around, he’d start yelling at me. It was right before
Thanksgiving and I don't know what happened but he started yelling at me
for something and I said, ‘‘How can it be m e? I'm not even participating.
You won’t let m e." And he goes, "You’re a liar, you’re an instigator, you're
always causing problems. I don’t even know why you’re in this class. You
don’t deserve to be in this class. ’’ Basically, I said, "Alright, I’ve had
enough. ” So I started to swear and he said, “Get out of my class, yo u ’re
worthless, get out, get out."’ I told him where to go and he goes, ",Just
take your books and get out of here. ’’ So I took them . I threw them down
the hallway, just walked down and was going to call my at his high school
and tell him I was quitting school, I’m out of here, I can't put up with this.
The assistant principal came out and grabbed me and he was just pissed
because he could hear the whole thing down the hallway. So then the
principal came, the older guy. He knew m y . My had talked to him
before, I guess, because he knew. So he came out and said, ‘Til take
care of this. ’’ He took me into his office and said, “We're getting you out of
that class. ” So they rearranged my schedule a little bit and got me into a
different science class. Then I had a lot more success. I mean I got into
a class with a science teacher who was fun. I found out I could do
science and I could do it well. I could pass the tests. I could participate. I
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could have a good time doing it... I remember a lot of times how I was
treated and I’m not going to treat any student like that.
Shadows -- College Experiences
Ben entered college directly after graduating from high school. The
transition from high school to college life was difficult for him. Ben felt his high
school LD services were inadequate to prepare him for the independence that is
necessary for college success. He entered coliege with a false sense of
security.
Everything that you learned in junior high and senior high is gone. New
life. Now you have to learn to budget your time. Nobody's responsible for
you any more, it’s all you now. Somehow before you flunked out of
school, before you decide that you just can’t do it and quit, you have to
have some kind of reality check. Before you hang up the towel you have
to try to give yourself one last shot. My old program in high school (LD
services) tried to help me from the start, but you’ve become so immune to
doing things on your own. The LD programs in the high school give you
this false sense that you don't need that support any more. So you try to
do it on your own in college. And then there's that failure like you had in
seventh grade. This time there’s no parents, no expectations, you don’t
know who to turn to. You think this is all wrong. You hate the college
you’re at. You hate the town you're at. You’re trying to develop a new life
for yourself, a new social life, a new career. You’re trying to find yourself.
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At the same time, you're trying to pass these, what you think are,
worthless classes. Nobody's responsible for you anymore. It's all you
now...the anger builds.
Although Ben nearly hit bottom, he gave himself one more chance to adjust to
college life and to pass his classes. The college course work was academically
challenging for Ben. He became more aware of his learning disabilities, and had
to discipline himself to work hard.
It was big time hard to transfer to college. Things sort of slipped by me.
My first year here we were on the quarter system and then in my
sophomore year switched tc semesters. My first quarter I slipped by with
“Cs

Second quarter I had three ‘‘Fs ’’ and a “D I mean it was pitiful... it

was borderline moronic. But I was not going to flunk out of school. So
then I had to make a decision...do I want to stay in school? I mean, I’m
already on academ ic probation. I’ve got one chance. So I overloaded on
credits which probably is not an easy chore when you’re on quarters. I
retook some classes at the same time. I had eight classes. I had it tough.
Ben began to make progress with his discovery of a course syllabus. He
described his breakthrough, and suggested that professors should consider
informing all college freshmen about the virtues of a syllabus.
The first reality I had was that I remember spring quarter I actually took a
look at a syllabus. Not fall or winter quarter, but spring quarter. I
remember I’d go to class and they’d say, “Hand this in. ” Hand what in?
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"Look at your syllabus. ’’ What’s a syllabus ? I mean it wasn’t until my
spring quarter in my freshman year that I actually took a look at a syllabus
to see what these things are all about and realized, hey, this has got a lot
of information. It’s got dates and due dates...I don’t know, maybe I’m
stupid, but I think maybe that for freshmen, maybe the professors need to
explain that to them more. I mean they hand them out and kind of go
through them and then they say you’re on your own. I think freshmen
really need to have their professor say to take a look at this, it tells you
everything...! remember when I finally figured it out and I realized what this
thing called a syllabus was, it was like, “Wow, wow, this syllabus here is
great." Then I got all “A ’s ” and “B ’s ” and got my grade point average up to
a 1.87. I mean I even went to summer school that year...By the time I
was a senior in college, I had things pretty well figured out-w hat I wanted
to do.
English, especially grammar, was a struggle for Ben because of his written
language deficit. A combination of perseverance, family support and an
encouraging professor helped him succeed and meet the full requirements of the
English courses.
The first time through Comp 101,1flunked it. I had to redo it...A lot of
people were telling me, “You can’t write...you’re not acceptable...you’re
not even at the college level in writing." So, you know, I sort of hit the
skids right from the beginning.

But I said, “No, I’m a good writer. Give
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me seventy-five minutes, let me re-write, let me proof it and then re-write
it." They said that was unacceptable, that it wasn’t in the time zone. So I
just said the hell with it. I said I'm going to do it my way. You know, in the
long run, it might be a little bit tough, but what i did was take Comp 102
from another professor and did really well and he said I did just fine. The
kicker is that I went to another university for summer school courses. I
took Algebra and English 101. My instructor told me I was a great writer.
I said, “Yeah, right. ” But, you know, I got an “A ” from him. Ha liked the
way I wrote. He said I had a lot of good ideas. He said, “When you
become a teacher or whatever you do or want to be, don’t worry about
your writing, just go with it because it’s good. You’ve got a very near
organizational way you do things." It made me feel better. You know the
grammar is my problem. Spelling is one of my strong suits. M y is an
English teacher and she says my problem is my run-on sentences. I don’t
know when to stop and shut up.
Ben developed a strategy for writing research papers that helped him gain
confidence in his writing skills. Encouragement and support from his mother
were vital to his success in writing.
I go through it and I do an outline. I do my outline how I want to write my
paper. But beside each little thought I want to talk about, I put the page
number and the book. That way I can count my sources, because this
university wants so many sources for an “A. ” And then I go to the
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computer and type it. Then I take five or six sources with me and I get
that first part done. That’s the way I do it. But I like to just be able to type
it, delete it, type it some more, and move it...I do a lot of my own
proofreading, but it’s been nice being this close to m y . My has been, you
know, basically my English teacher. I mean she’s the one that’s helped
me a lot at home and I've been lucky that way.
Since Ben was an avid athlete and was recruited for the White University
football team, he felt pressured to prove himself as a serious student to
circumvent stereotypical suggestions about athletes.
I think in some respects being in a sm all school here that I’ve had to
overcome a lot more than some because everybody knows who you are
from the first day. They know you’ve been recruited. They know yo u ’re
there trying to make a team... You know they’re gonna make it harder on
us athletes...You have to prove yourself, that you’re there for an
education. And I think that’s understandable because that’s what college
is about. It’s about an education and that was my first concern when I
came here, and that’s what I had to prove to everybody. But when you
come in and you do poorly right from the start like I did, people develop
that attitude, “He's just another stupid athlete that’s going to flunk out and
will be here a year. We’ve got his tuition and that’s it. ” But I was here for
more than that and I think I've proved that I’m a very good student.
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Although Ben took demanding classes concurrent with his student teaching, his
philosophy about learning helped lessen his stress over grades and look toward
student teaching with anticipation and a touch of reality.
I think that one thing i ’ve learned here while I’ve been in school is that it
doesn’t matter what grades you get, it’s how you apply yourself and what
you do. ...not what I did in my biomechanics class or my two methods
classes... I think it's the product, the outcome that you come up with, not
did I get an ‘A ’ in a certain class.
By Fall 1996, Ben had completed sufficient course work to qualify to student
teach with a double major in elementary/secondary physical education and
secondary social sciences. For the study, Ben was fulfilling his elementary
requirements. He planned to complete his secondary student teaching
experience in Spring 1997. Ben described his student teaching experiences as
the final challenge of his educational experience:
The way I look at it is that I have one more challenge-student teaching.
And I need to find success. I need to work hard from the beginning to find
success, find what I'm good at...Once I find that, I think my concerns will
be wiped away. Then if I find out it’s not for me you know, it's not for me.
So far I haven’t found that. In fact, I’ve found that I actually enjoy what I
do.
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Vibrant Colors -- Student Teaching
Ben met with his cooperating teacher, Barbara, for an orientation a few
weeks before his student teaching began. At that time, he learned what her
expectations were. He would work with the afternoon section of kindergarten
through third grade physical education classes and would be responsible for
developing a teaching unit.
In Ben’s first talking diary entry, he addressed concerns he had before
beginning his student teaching. He worried about his ability to handle the task.
He worried about how he would relate to students and if he could successfully
transition from college coach to elementary teacher. He worried about dealing
with daily classroom management, and being evaluated.
First concern: Can I do it? Second concern: How am I going to relate to
the students? Third concern: Will I be able to control the students in such
a way deemed necessary by my cooperating teacher, by my student
teacher evaluator? Will Ijust be able to deal with the students on a daily
basis? Five and one-half years of college, but basically most of my
teaching was with college students most of those five years (as assistant
football coach), except for when I worked at summer camps. Fourth
concern: I think there was a lot of pressure on me to do a good job, mainly
the fact that there’s high expectations at this State University for a
teacher, that they've taught you right. There’s been a lot of successful
teachers and a lot of bad teachers and I just want to be one of the best
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ones. I don’t want to be in between, below average. I want to be above
average, the best. I want to prove that I’ve teen taught well and that I
know what’s happening. I know what’s going on and that even though I'm
not one of the brightest students, when it comes to teaching, I’m one of
the best. Maybe a fifth concern: Can I talk to those students ? You know
we talk to 18-, 19-, and 20-year-old college students a lot differently than
you would to a six-, seven-, or eight-year-old kindergartner, first or second
grader.
Ben described his feelings about facing his first day of student teaching. He
compared it with a doctor or dentist appointment. He didn’t want to do it. He
resented having to give up his study time. Ben questioned the worth of
elementary student teaching and determined that he had to find out for himself-because “kids with learning disabilities have to find out for themselves.”
I felt like a kid that didn’t want to go to the doctor or dentist. D idn’t want to
get a shot. I felt like, ‘Oh, my God, why am I doing this ? This is going to
fill up my day. I could really use those hours to work in the computer lab
to finish my social science comprehensive and to work on my
biomechanics. I didn‘t want to go...I pressed on, but I had questions...Can
I do it in the classroom ,and that was the question I had to find out for
myself...I was nervous. I didn't know if I was even in the right place. I’m a
secondary guy. I didn't know if I could do elementary stuff. I mean that’s
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where I was at that point. I had to find it out for myself because as a
learning disabled student you always have to find out for yourself.
Ben’s first week of student teaching was not what he expected. He found it a bit
disappointing. He grew bored with observation and repetition. Even when Ben
began his first introductory activity, he considered this student teaching
experience a waste of his time, but he continued to perform his duties.
I went that first week, met with the teacher, started trying to learn some of
the students’ names, followed around and kind of getting bored because
the classes all got repetitive. I wasn’t doing anything. But the day came
down when I had to do an introductory activity. I was still like, "God,
boring. This is a waste of my day. ” But I did what I was supposed to and I
kept learning and I kept picking up on cues from the teacher and getting
more involved with the students.
After several weeks, Ben’s attitude toward teaching elementary physical
education classes began to change. He felt very confident of his abilities.
Now, actually I think going to the elementary school is one of my favorite
parts of the day. I’m getting more involved in the teachers’ lounge, or
whatever you call it, and I'm liking the students...I've had two very good
evaluations from my university supervisor and I’ve gotten very good
feedback from my cooperating teacher at the elementary school... it just
seems like I'm doing things great...I’m halfway done already...I’m doing
great.
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As Ben became more familiar with individual students, he recognized familiar
characteristics in a first grade boy. The student reminded Ben of himself as a
child. He reflected on how he probably had appeared to his elementary
teachers. Ben described feelings that he thought the first grader might be
experiencing because of his disabilities.
/ keep thinking what, ‘What would I have been like as a student? What
was I like at this stage? Which student would I have been? I think I was
actually a pretty good kid. More of a quiet kid...but you know I got
straightened out and I've done fine since then...but I still remember how it
felt to be different. There’s a first grader in my class. He probably doesn’t
understand why every other kid is fine and he’s not. You know, I’m sure
he’s scared inside. I mean I know what’s going through him right now. He
knows there’s something different about him, but he can't figure out what it
is. He looks fine, he looks good. H e’s not deformed, he doesn’t have a
physical handicap that noticeable, he’s not in a wheelchair. I’m sure that
kid is wondering, “Why am I so different? Why do the things I do that I
don’t try to do appear to be funny or crazy?" That kid can't let this disability
affect him.
Long hours of coaching the college football team, writing papers for course
requirements, and late-night study sessions took their toll on Ben. It was hard
for him to fit in time to eat and sleep.
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Actually until around noon, I feel a little sluggish or tired. You know,
maybe a nap I’d like because I know I’ve got a busy afternoon with
practice (football)...a late night of studying and u su a lly! only get about
three hours of sleep at night...But I get in there, I get through it, I stay
motivated throughout. You know, it’s kind of funny like once in awhile, my
cooperating teacher, Barbara will say, “God, you look just terrible. You’ve
got to get some sleep. ” People will say to me, “How do you have so much
time to do what you do?" I say because my first concern is to get my work
done...you've got to start early, you've got to sacrifice some things. I get
up early and / go to my class and do whatever I need to whether it’s watch
a video for biomechanics or typing a paper. I go to student teaching in the
afternoon and then I go to football practice and I coach. After that I work
out for an hour and then I go home and shower and have an apple and a
glass of milk or maybe, once in awhile I have a beer with it, but then I'm
back to work within an hour. I might eat later, you know, have a sandwich
at 9:00 or such.
Classroom management concerned Ben. He described how he tried to learn
different techniques from Barbara and how he grew more confident by the end of
the semester. His tough-discipline, stern, postsecondary coach mentality had to
flex into an elementary physical education teacher mentality. Although it was
difficult for Ben, he succeeded, and grew effective at safe classroom
management.
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I learn a lot from her (Barbara) and watch her. I pick up a lot of things
she does. I just have to change a lot of the ways I discipline students,
especially sometimes before class. I'm a little bit more harsh. I mean
sometimes I’m more like, “You’ve got to follow directions. This game is
very important and if you can’t, you’re sitting out. I don’t care, no buts
about it." I basically do that a lot...I’m not worried about my discipline. I
had my last observation on Friday. Barbara wasn’t there and I had all the
classes by myself. I had great control of the classes and my university
observation teacher said that I show that I have great control over a class
and I have a great eye for safety... I really had a great experience just
learning how to deal with younger kids.
Towards the end of Ben’s student teaching, he realized that one of his strengths
as a teacher was his ability to judge the attitudes and temperaments of his
students from one day to the next. He learned to pace himself according to their
moods and spontaneously change activities that were more appropriate for the
day, even though they were not fully planned.
Being able to judge other kids, I mean judge them like what's their attitude
tike-are they complacent, are they active, are they passive, are they
willing to listen, are they in a good mood, are they in a bad m ood?
Towards the end, I was able to know exactly what they were like as soon
as they walked into the gym. Then I could figure out where they were and
adjust my lesson plans... I tell you what, if your students aren’t ready for
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this and that, you may have to come at it from a whole other angle.
You’ve got to think on the spot. That’s what I think I got pretty good at.
Lesson planning challenged Ben. He preferred the three-part physical
education plan (introduction, fitness lesson, and focus) to the full scripted lesson
plans he learned in some of his education classes.
You know, they want us to do the Madeline Hunter, and to me I’d rather
just do the phy. ed. one that we've learned-the introductory, fitness
lesson focus, and closure. Because for me to put together the Madeline
Hunter just seems like a waste of time in the P E classroom. I mean you
just waste your time writing every little step down...I think they have som e
unreal expectations...When I move into the fifty-minute class periods in
high school, I'll follow the Madeline Hunter or whatever they want,
because that’s what will be expected of me. For social science. I could
see me following it more...but it’s so nit picky that it’s sort of annoying... If I
had a choice, I would put together a lesson plan that defined everything I
wanted to teach...I mean you can put down as many goals and objectives
on a piece of paper as you want, but you can’t always expect it. I think
you waste too many hours on details in a Madeline Hunter plan.
Ben was a successful assistant football coach at White University for three
years. In an October diary entry, he expressed his interest in pursuing a
graduate degree in sports management, specifically becoming an athletic
director.
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/ started kind of thinking, God, this coaching is tough, but I like it, I love
everything about it. I want to do it. I don’t really know now if I want to go
back to high school or if I want to stay at the college level. The head
coach started talking to me about all these different graduate assistant
programs, all these different schools I could to...I started thinking about
sports management. The more I thought about it, the more I liked the
idea. Not that I wanted to quit coaching, but did I want to be coaching at
40 years old? I realized no, I want to be out of it at a younger age. I want
to do it while I’m young and energetic, but yet I want to move on and do a
sports management program and be an AD and possibly work and get a
doctorate. I realized that I was great at being able to organize things,
scheduling this and scheduling that. One thing I realized is that even
though I hate meetings, I enjoy the meetings I have in planning. A former
coach advised me to follow up on the AD idea. He said, ‘You know what
you want to do. It's time to get started. A lot of coaches went out and got
a m aster’s in P E and that was it. They never really knew what they
should have done...you're creating your own life." I realized that’s where
I’m hoping to end up. I may get into graduate school and I me y find
another route. But at this point, I know what I want, I know where this
degree is taking me.
Following through with his plans to pursue graduate school, Ben prepared to
take the Graduate Record Examination (GRE) and the National Teacher
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Examination (NTE). He was concerned about his ability to perform successfully
on the tests, since test taking has always been one of his greater challenges.
The pressure of timed tests causes him to lose his concentration and interferes
with his recall abilities. Also, he was unsure of the type of assistance he could
receive from student support services.
I applied for the G R E to take it in December. My first concern is that
there's this form that has to be filled out by the people in your support
services. But the thing is that the only thing l ‘ve really done there in
college is basically just filled out a couple of forms and just used it
(support services) for the computers and stuff. I haven’t really used it. So
I’m a little bit concerned about whether I qualify to have my G R E read to
me or my NTE read to me in a private room. Because I think it would help
m e-those kinds of questions, those kinds of tests confuse me and I end
up taking more time than I need because I don’t understand the
questions. So I’m hoping that if they can be read to me that if I don’t
understand something, it can be explained to me and I’ll get through the
tests. I’m a little bit concerned because I really don’t know what the G R E
is about, what they're looking for and things like that...So I'm just going to
basically take the test with the idea that I’m just going to do the best I can
and see where it leads me. Hopefully it will be a practice run for the N TE
that I have to take in February to graduate.
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After he finished his elementary student teaching requirements, Ben summarized
his experience. In addition to refining his teaching skills, Ben grew in
understanding and empathy for children with unique needs.
My experience at the elementary school was great. I've got a better
understanding of where the kids are coming from. Kids come from
screwed-up homes. You can tell in the class by the way the kids are
dressed where they’re coming from...they haven’t showered, their clothes
are dirty...their parents are screwed up... You’ve got to become a friend to
those students, especially, I think, learn their names. These kids need
extra attention because they probably don’t get that at home...just
handling them a little different because you may be the only one that
treats them nice...Another thing I learned to work with was kids that had
certain handicaps. I worked with a variety of kids. One girl was autistic,
she couldn't jump, she wouldn’t jump. So I’d go in there, grab the kid, just
sort of pick her up and jump and do little things with her that might help
her. It really was great.
Ben credited his elementary student teaching experience with bringing
unexpected change to his life. He discovered a new facet of his personality.
Student teaching has changed me in a way that I never really thought
possible. But it made me a lot more compassionate to younger kids...I
never thought I’d be able to work with little kids. I mean I thought it would
be too difficult, maybe I’d be way too intense, maybe I’d be too above
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them, wouldn't be able to talk to them...But somehow, some way, I was
just able to get down on their level and talk to them and teach them, and I
don’t know why. I obviously had some desire to work with these students
and to teach them and it’s really quaint because I came in a little nervous,
a little uptight, didn’t know whether I’d be able to do it and I had a lot of
apprehensions about myself. But I ended up doing it, and I ended up just
teaching.
Barbara summarized Ben’s progress throughout the semester. She saw growth
in his self-confidence and class management skills. She confirmed Ben’s ability
to think quickly and appropriately reorganize activities according to time
demands.
Ben really progressed just wonderfully. At first, I think, class management
was a big change for him -how to arrange things in a 25-minute period.
But I think all student teachers need to work on class management. I saw
that really develop as he moved on. H e’d look at his clock and h e’d know,
‘‘Well, I’ve got six minutes for this, ” and he’d have to figure out different
strategies in order to accomplish the task in those six minutes.
Ben’s strong social skills aided in his success with student and staff relations.
His positive attitude and approachable personality were obvious to Barbara.
She suspected that he might have a learning problem only when they would
discuss a new idea or concept. Ben took more time than usual to think through
what Barbara told him. He was slower to respond to new information.
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Ben is very personable. He had no problems relating socially to students
or the other staff. Towards the end of his experience, he was getting very
friendly with ail of them (laughs). Sometimes I suspected that he might
have learning problems, because when we’d be in a discussion and I
would be explaining something, he would take maybe a little bit longer to
really think over what was said before he responded. That’s the only
thing.
Teaching social studies at the high school level worried Ben. Entering into a
teaching arena so different from what he had just completed caused mixed
emotions, yet he kept a positive attitude.
/ think I'm ready to move on to high school, it will be a lot different. The
students are older. I’m going to have to bring m yself up a little bit, but the
discipline and things like that will be along the same grounds...The thing
that will be easier in high school is the discipline...So from that standpoint
I’m not too worried, but I’m nervous and I’m not nervous. It’s hard to say
how am I going to be. What am I going to be like when I first stand up
there in front of those kids? You know, am I going to panic, am I going to
drop? Now I have all these different fears than I had when I was with the
elementary. And you know, things worked out well there. I don't see why
things shouldn’t work out well at the high school.
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Ben volunteered to record his second phase of student teaching, even though
my study had reached completion. He explained the reason for his willingness,
“This study that you’re doing is good. If I can help just one kid, it’s worth it."
Finishing Touches - Plans for the Future
At our final session, Ben appeared exhausted and not fully alert. He said
that his former coach decided the previous evening that they should celebrate
Ben’s successful student teaching. Since he had to take the GRE the day
following our session, they decided to celebrate early and Ben had been up
most of the night.
Interestingly, Ben reverted back to college coaching as his main interest
instead of elementary/secondary teaching. For several weeks prior, Ben had
mentioned coaching very little, and had expressed excitement about classroom
teaching. He answered the first two questions together. He spoke at a very
slow, deliberate pace, with long pauses between sentences.
In five years, I’ll either still be coaching or I'll be more under
administration. If I had a choice, I’d be working probably as an
assistant, or probably as an assistant athletic director.
Ben offered advice to in-coming education students with LD. He encouraged
them to work hard and not give up. He advised that they find their strengths and
focus on them. He emphasized that although the education program is difficult,
it is possible.
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As far as advice to other students with LD -g et help... Work hard...Don't
forget what you've set out to do because as you move through, yo u ’ll find
out that there’s people that drop the program, you’ll find that there’s
people that will tell you to drop the program, and as you go on (wide
yawn) you'll find that there’s probably more things out there that fit your
needs better. You find out what your strengths and what your
weaknesses are and you focus more on your strengths. Expect that it’s
going to be hard. Expect that coming in there's going to be different
demands. It’s going to get frustrating at times. You’re going to have your
low points, your high points. Things aren’t always going to go right for
you, and you ’re just going to have to expect it. You just have to press on.
When I asked Ben about his view on teaching, he compared teaching with
coaching.

He found them very similar in their intents and purposes. Ben’s goal

in teaching and coaching was to get students to strive to do their best at
whatever they do.
Teaching is to make sure that the students, when they leave-an d I would
say this is the coaching philosophy to o-is to make sure you try to get the
best out of your students at all times, whether they’re students or players.
That's what teaching is about. Teaching and coaching is making sure
your students are trying, to get your students to do their best at all times
because there’s a lot of people that believe that you can just go out and
give them a lot of information. We think the more information, the better,
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and that’s not necessarily true. The best thing you can do for your
students is to make sure that they try to do the best in whatever they do,
at least try for their best. I think that's what I try to get out of my players
and what I try to get out of my students. Whether they learn it, if they pick
up half of what I tell them, but Ijust want them to try at all times.
Ben contacted me two months after our final conversation. He had taken his
GRE and did not score well. He decided not to pursue a graduate degree in
sports management at this time and is considering other options.
“Cari”
Background - Descriptive Details
Cari was a 24-year-old female student attending Brown University, an
institution located in Brownsville, a Midwestern city with a population of
approximately 12,000. The University, originally founded in the early 1900s as a
State Normal School that served 34 students, now hosts nearly 5400
undergraduate and graduate students. The beautiful campus, with its own
waterfront, provides choice recreational opportunities for the university students.
Pine, oak, and birch reflect the nearness of the north woods. Cari daily
commuted a round trip of forty miles to attend Brown University and later to
student teach in Brownsville. She used her trips to record her diaries.
I just want to let you know that what these tapes help me do is vent. I
actually do it myself. I’m sure people in the cars think I'm absolutely crazy
as I’m driving around, because I sit and I carry on complete conversations
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with me. I talk out loud. I imagine the people that I got mad at. I'll yell at
them. I need to get it off my chest and get it out of my system and the
half-hour drive home allows me to do that so that when I get home. I’m
not bringing any baggage in with me. I work with lots of LD and EBD kids
and my husband works at a reservation school. Those are both tough
situations. So I take the time on the drive home to get it all out of my
system. At least the stuff that isn ’t that important, that I really don’t need
to talk to someone about. ) bu know, that Ijust need to get it off my chest
and it makes me feel better. So mainly what I’m doing with these tapes,
you’re just listening in on what I’d do anyway.
Family is important to Cari. She is married, and her husband teaches
high school math in a nearby town. Her father is a middle school social studies
teacher, and her mother owns a crafts business. Cari has two younger siblings,
a sister and brother. All three children experienced difficulties in school, and
only because of the advocacy of her parents, did they finally receive the services
they needed. Cari was the forerunner for the establishment, of an LD program in
her elementary school.
When I went through, there was not an LD program at all. It was not until
I was in fifth grade, and my parents got the LD program started in the
elementary school. Because they decided to classify my brother MMI
(Mildly Mentally Impaired), and my parents knew my brother wasn't MMI.
So they (the school) wanted to hold him back, and my parents said, “No,
there’s something else going on here and we need to figure out what it is,
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and we need to find a way to fix it. So they’re the ones that got that
started. But it wasn’t until I passed through that anyone even talked about
LD. It was dyslexia. Everyone was dyslexic. They ended up setting the
program up for dyslexia, and that’s how they got their alternative learning
center.
Cari had completed her elementary student teaching requirements in the
spring of 1996. For the study, she used journal entries and reflective oral diaries
to narrate her Fall 1997 student teaching experience which was an internship at
a nearby elementary school for her special education certification in General
Learning Disabilities. For each session, we met late in the afternoon in a small
workroom in the Special Education Department of Brown University. Cari did not
disclose her disability to her cooperating teacher, and was not sure how she felt
about my visiting the site. I chose not to contact her school or visit her former
teaching site. The factor of having a parent in the school system created a
possibility of anonymity violation that I did not want to chance.
In the following pages, Cari describes her trek through school, college,
and student teaching. Her perception of the educational experiences she
describes reflects insight and introspection.
Pastels - Elementary and SecQndMV_SciigQL_Years
Most of Cari’s reflections of her LD regarding school performance were on
her elementary school years. She said they were the most difficult of all, and
she explained why the later years were easier.
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My dad was middle school, so he geared all of us kids into the teachers
that he knew were the best. So I didn’t have a lot of problems with the
teachers in middle school. In high school, I was strong enough in m yself
that I would complain.
One of Cari’s first negative experiences involved her reading. Being an avid
reader since preschool, she was shocked to learn in third grade that her teacher
considered spelling more important than reading. Cari never thought her LD
affected her reading. She suggested that reading helped her because she could
“disappear in books.” Cari was in the highest reading group, but she could not
spell.
I remember one of my teachers sitting me down about half way through
the school year and calmly telling me that I know I'm not trying as hard as
I could and I need to work harder on my spelling and if I didn’t work harder
on my spelling and try as hard as she knew I could-because I'm a very
good reader, she assum ed that I should be a very good speller-that I
would be dropped to a lower reading group. In the third grade, that’s a
very tough choice. So I remember thinking, “I’m trying as hard as I am,
but I’m not trying as hard as I am because teachers know best. So what
do I need to do?" I tried everything and still couldn’t pass the spelling
tests. It just wasn't in me. You can look at the words all you want and if
they’re not going to register, they're not going to register. So a couple of
weeks later, I was moved not to just a lower reading group, but the lowest
group. So I moved from reading stories-and by the third grade I was
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reading Hardy Boy mysteries and Nancy Drew-to a group that was
reading Dick can run, Jane jumped here, see Spot go (laughs). I was so
bored, and yet I couldn’t spell the words. There’s some justice in that, but
I never did learn how to spell.
Anger was an emotion that Cari frequently equated with her elementary school
experiences. However, she did not openly express her anger, but kept it inside.
As a kid, I was a c u ity angry, I was frustrated, Ijust shoved everything
inside. I was angry at people not believing that I was trying my best. I
was angry at not being able to get stuff. I was angry at myself. I was
angry at my parents. I was angry at other kids that didn’t seem to need to
do anything and it just clicked for them in school. I guess no one ever
knew it, but I internalized just everything. It would probably have been
better for me if I was a little more verbal because I was quiet and didn’t
say anything. The teachers never knew anything was wrong, except for
the fact that I was grouchy and had a big chip on my shoulder. If I was
behaviorally disruptive or verbally disruptive, someone might have looked
at it and at least said that she has a behavior problem and she needs
help. But I was just the quiet kid in the corner that tried the hardest and
never seem ed to get much from it... To this day, I avoid angry situations
and confrontations and Ijust don’t know how to deal with that very well. I
think a lot of that has to do with LD. I became angry and internalized
because I simply assum ed that how I was feeling was wrong, because
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that’s what everyone kept telling me. I didn’t understand how to do
something and yet they told me it was easy, / should understand it, I
wasn’t trying. I’d get angry because I thought I was wrong. If I’m getting
angry and I'm wrong, then I shouldn’t be getting angry, so I shouldn’t
show it. It was a very bizarre logic, and I learned it at a very early age...I
just wanted to mention that anger has been on my mind lately.
Cari stayed home from school with headaches and stomach aches that were
caused by a combination of stressors ranging from anger to test anxiety and fear
of failure. Her ability to change her attitude as well as succeed in higher-level
course work surprised many of her former teachers.
If you went back to my cumulative record, you’d probably see that I
was gone most of the spelling and math test days. Because, not only
could I not remember math problems, as soon as you put me under
pressure, everything I did know went away. We had one of those great
boards on the wall with the little stars for how far you got. I was always
the last one (laughs). I never got very far. You know, if you got so far,
you got a special reward and all of that kind of stuff. I don’t think I ever
got a reward (laughs). It (math) never came to me...I spent an awful lot of
time in school being sick. I had stomach aches, and I had headaches,
and most of my teachers, up until probably eighth or ninth grade sim ply
assum ed I never did anything but scow! (laughs). I had teachers that I
have gone and saw (sic) again now because my is in the school system,
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so / see them when I go and visit him. But they are am azed at what I
turned out to be. They simply assum ed that I was just going to be an old
prude somewhere or something. I never smiled. I never laughed.

I

never spoke. I had so little self-esteem and no way to express what I was
feeling because I assum ed that what I was doing was wrong anyway. But
I had a huge chip on my shoulder.
An unexpected solution surfaced to solve Cari’s problems of isolation and
alienation, and added an element of enjoyment to her high school years.
Through extracurricular activities, she found common ground with other
students. She learned that she could compete and succeed.
I actually learned to overcome it (anger) by acting. I got involved in the
debate team in seventh grade. I never did debate, but I went with them
and was helping doing the research. I was too young to actually join. In
ninth grade, I joined the speech team. I got into extemporaneous
speaking. I was very good at talking on my feet and saying just about
nothing. So I started getting interested in current events and talking about
anything that was happening. And I got good. In the eighth grade, I
actually made it to the regions and almost made it to state, and in tenth,
and eleventh grade, I made it to state. By ninth grade, I was involved in
drama. It became a way to verbalize how I was feeing without ever
being mean. I could be angry and upset and happy and be someone
else, and yet it helped me express myself...! met a whole range of people.
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It didn't matter if they were sports enthusiasts, or whether they were
intellectuals, or the nerds in school, we all had common ground. It didn’t
matter what we looked like or what we wore, we just loved speech.

That

really opened my eyes not so much to academics, but you could be
yourself and it doesn't matter. Even early on I could care less what
people thought of me (laughs). My says in about the fourth grade ,1
informed her that, "Im just a leader without any followers" (laughs). That’s
about how I felt.
Even though Cari found relief in extracurricular activities, her academic classes
caused her anxiety and frustration. She was vulnerable, her self-esteem was
fragile, her confidence was low, and is affected yet today.
Although I like who I a m , and I’m very comfortable vdth who I am, I still
don’t have enough courage in what I know, cause I think for so long, in the
academic areas, you’ve lacked the courage, you lack your esteem. I
never believed that I had the right answer and if I had the right answer, it
was a fluke.
One particular area where Cari had no confidence, but did well anyway, was in
the area of mathematics. Teachers told her she’d never succeed at math, and
she proved them wrong. However, she did not credit herself with the success.
I remember being in eighth grade or seventh grade. In the school system
I was in, you took a test at the end of your seventh grade to determine
what math class you would take in eighth grade, and they had two
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different levels of classes. There was a basic math, Kind of a pre-algebra
and then there was algebra, and the test, you didn’t get graded on it, it
was simply a placement test. I remember learning from the math teacher
there was no use in me taking the test anyway, because I wasn't going to
get into algebra. So, I thought I might as well just register before the test
for the basic math class, and I don’t have to worry about it. He made me
take the test. I was so mad. That was on Friday, and on Monday we got
the results. I had passed the test. I passed it with flying colors. And in
my mind it was just like, hun, I guess I guessed at the answers right. You
know, I didn’t believe that I could do it. And I don’t mean to put blame on
anyone, but I think a lot of that was due to the educators I had. I had, for
so long, believed that I was responsible for the fact that I couldn’t learn the
things that I did. I was not smart enough. I wasn’t trying hard enough. I
was doing something wrong. So, of course, when you start doing things
right, it has to be a fluke, because I do things wrong. And that is put into
your head by the teachers you have.
High school academics challenged Cari, and her learning disabilities in math
and written language forced her to exert extra effort in order to succeed. Math
calculation is still a problem for Cari, as are spelling, punctuation, and grammar.
You know, when I got into high school, I took the high level math. I took
trig, I took pre-calc. I took all of those classes and it was every night
having to go back and relearn chapters so I could learn the stuff we had
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just done. So I was spending hours sometimes doing work, just trying to
do stuff that people do so easily. Now science, for some reason clicks,
and when it comes to talking about, writing about, speaking about books, I
seemed to catch on real quick. I could get the meaning of what they were
saying and could explain it to other people. But when it comes to math
and trying to write papers, you know, I would spend hours trying to rewrite
and rewrite a paper. I would look through it and couldn’t see any
mistakes. I would think it was right. You’d give it to someone else and the
whole thing would be red ink, but I couldn’t see that I had made a mistake.
I just know I never gave up. My brother gave up about sixth grade. He
put all effort into it until then and then he gave up.
Certain teachers made Cari feel more comfortable and confident. There was
laughter in their classrooms, and they did not use the “red pen.” These
teachers helped her to believe in herself by focusing on her strengths.
I think the really good teachers were the ones that made you laugh, they
made you happy, they made you feel confident to try anything. The ones
that I liked refused to use red pen (laughs). You know, they’d rather put
on the paper good comments rather than “X s ” all over. Even if you didn’t
do a good job, they still always put good things mixed in with the things
you needed to learn. I liked the teacher that knew the kids, they knew
what we liked...it was more what they taught you about yourself and gave
to you rather than what they were teaching.
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A school counselor helped chart the course for Cari’s future in education by
encouraging her involvement with younger children. She did not realize at the
time that she was shaping her future.
Actually I had a counselor who counseled all the kids, and he was the one
that, without even knowing it, got me into teaching through being a tutor.
He said, "Hey, you’ve got some spare time, how about your coming down
to elementary. I’ve got some kids h at need help. ” He did that with all the
kids. He just knew more than they did what they were going to do and
what they were good at...He was the one that steered me in the right
direction, because the kids that I tutored were special needs kids, and I
just fell in love with them. I didn’t realize I liked it until I got into college
and then started looking at my options and, looking back, that was when I
enjoyed things the most...I found that helping someone else helped me.
Self-imposed expectations drove Cari to challenging heights. Since childhood,
she investigated various professions, and she always knew she would go to
college. Her spelling deficit interfered again in a high school English class, but
with a new teacher came a new attitude, as well as a new career choice.
I was never one to play dolls. I played teacher, doctor, priest, and from
the time I can remember, I was planning what I was going to be. You
know, as soon as I read a book about something, that's what I was going
to do. I was going to be an astronaut, a journalist, so college was never a
doubt. Even though I had trouble with the subjects, I was going to take
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college prep subjects, I was going to do it. I even tried A P English
(accelerated) to get the placement here at college. I took a quarter of it
and that about did it. I had a teacher that believed that people who didn't
know how to spell were stupid. A ll papers had to be handwritten in class
and you couldn't use computers or dictionaries. You got two points off for
every spelling or grammar error (laughs). That about did that one in... But
then I got another teacher and he made everything exciting. H e’s actually
the reason I first decided to be an English teacher...He just opened a lot of
kids eyes on language. He was more concerned with content than what it
looked like. He helped a lot with getting over spelling.
in her October 31st diary entry, Cari recorded an extraordinary commentary on
her perception of “sameness” and what it means to her. She described how she
felt being different and how she wished to be the same as everyone else.
I guess the thing that I’ve been thinking about probably is sam enesseveryone wanting to be the same...I know I have a lot of feelings, and I
wonder if other people who have LD or other disabilities.

I think all of us

went through some period when we just wanted to be the same. You
know, why do I have to be LD. I still sometimes moan and complain, my
husband calls it my whining period. Why can’t I do this? Why is it harder
for m e? Why can’t Ijust be like everybody else? You know, they say that
difficulties make us stronger, we’re not given any more than we can
handle, forging makes the blade stronger. Yeah (chuckles). I think it’s
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tough. I don't think anybody would ever want to be different. If you gave
them a choice, do you want to be totally different from everyone else or do
you want to be the same, I can pretty well guess what the answer would
be. Nobody wants to be different. I know ! certainly don’t. I would love to
be able to spell words, and tell my right hand from my left, and not reverse
letters when I’m writing, and a million other things-know my math minute
problems, and not have to learn the multiplication tables every time I have
to do something. I mean it would be just wonderful. And yet, there’s
some reason that I’m like this. This is the way that I was born. My mother
thought that it was genetic. I told her, ‘Thank you. ’ You know, sh e’s LD,
‘Why’d you have to give it to m e?’ Although, I guess I have it easy. I don’t
have it as bad as my brother or my sister. So, we’re still different. I’ve
gotten very open about it just because it's who I am. I can’t change it. I
wish I could.
Cari became cynical at a young age, deciding that she didn’t need friends if they
didn’t like her for who she was. Although she was proud that she stood up for
herself, she didn’t like having to do it. Her experiences gave her empathy for her
students.
If someone asks you what’s your three wishes, my first one v/ould be to
switch the brain, make me who I am so that I don’t have to struggle with
all of this... I guess I decided early that if no one wanted to be my friends, I
didn’t need them, very cynical at a very young age. And I stood on my

126

own, which really made me a better person, but I would have rather not
had to deal with it. Just because it makes you a betier person doesn’t
mean that you like it. And I didn't like it...And the thing is, it might be true
that we're only given what we can handle, though I sometimes don't
believe that either. We've got to take what we’ve got and use it. I’ve
turned my experiences into an empathy for my students. I know where
they’re coming from.
Perseverance and determination are strengths that Cari recognized in herself.
She considered some of her character traits to be both strengths and
weaknesses.
I am creative, flexible and organized-which is a learned skill (laughs).
Also, probably understanding-just because I’ve been there. A weakness
is also organization, because if it falls apart, it falls apart well (laughs).
Oh, I do a real good job of it falling apart. Probably obsessive would be a
weakness. Once I get my teeth in something, I don't let go, which can be
bad. I fought with a computer ‘til four o ’clock in the morning once because
I had to write a paper. I mean it was due two week later, hut I was bound
and determined to get it done, and it was going to get done.
Shadows - College Experiences
Cari made and kept her plans to attend college. She did not access
student support services because she wanted to do it on her own. She proved
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to be a strong self advocate. She informed her instructors of her learning
disability, but did not expect to need many accommodations.
I chose not to have any services at all. I was fairly old when I was
diagnosed, and I’d learned the tricks myself (laughs) and figured that they
couldn’t teach me them anyway. But when I got to college, I had them
(accommodations) available, but I chose not to use them. I was fairly
strong, especially in English, informing my teachers that, yes, I do have a
learning disability. Most of the time I just let them know. I didn’t want any
special considerations a lot of the times, because I could read well, a lot of
the considerations weren’t necessary. You know, a lot of them were extra
time taking tests and reading books and stuff, and, for me, that was never
a problem.
Cari turned her high school math nightmare into a college math emphasis. She
decided that her former math teachers had not taught her what she needed to
know, so she committed to teach herself. She developed strategies to
circumvent her math deficit. Her extra effort resulted in mastering her math
classes with high marks.
Now when it came to math, I wanted to learn the math, and so I didn’t
want any special considerations. For me, it was more of a challenge to do
it rather than get help. I decided to get a math emphasis because I got a
"D" in pre-calculus (in high school). I decided somewhere along the line
someone didn’t teach me what I needed to know, so I was going to go
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back and learn it myself. It was great. I never got anything below an “A. ”
I learned from elementary math methods classes that if you know why it
works, you'll always know how to do it...Sometimes I’d sit in class and
wonder, "Why didn’t they teach me this to begin with?" I would never
have had the problem. I already had trouble making the stupid sign errors
and I don’t, still to this day, know my multiplication tables, so multiplication
errors are a given, but I always knew the steps to take. I’ll write numbers
backwards. In my math classes (college), instead of on notebook, I used
graph paper because my lines started meshing. I didn’t line things up
correctly. I just don’t do it. So I used graph paper. Every number had to
fit in a box. That worked very well for me. I think it would have worked
really well in school if I would have been tested on one or two things so
they knew how I knew the steps and from there used the calculator. To
me, that’s just dumb that you have to do pages and pages of work when
most people in their lifetime, you give them a problem and they take out a
calculator anyway.
Although Cari did not intend to become a teacher, especially a special education
teacher, other people played a big part in her final choice of occupation.
Successful field experience in an alternative learning center gave Cari a new
perspective on teaching children with special needs.
Probably the last thing growing up that I wanted to be was a teacher
because my dad’s a teacher, and I wasn’t going to be what my dad was.
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But everyone around me decided that was for me. The counselor that I
mentioned who had me tutor special needs kids when I was in high school
thought I’d be good at it. I hadn’t a clue what I was doing, but went down
there and found that Ijust loved doing it. And then one day when I was a
sophomore in high school, I was sitting in a horrible social studies class
watching the teacher, thinking, ‘You know, I could probably do this’
(laughs). But I think I always loved teaching. I love learning, and as soon
as I learned something, I had to find someone to tell it to. So I think I
always wanted to do it. I just didn’t want to admit it to myself... I started in
secondary, then I switched to elementary, and I finally moved up to
wanting to be with a little bit older kids, and definitely LD. I wasn’t going to
go into LD, Ijust wanted to be a regular classroom teacher. And then I
took on the basic classes like exceptional learner or one of those where
we had to go into the classroom and observe. I decided to do it in my
hometown. They call it the alternative learning center there. I met two of
the most wonderful teachers. I was am azed at what they did. It opened
me up to possibilities of what these kids could do, because I didn't get the
sen/ices, and because I saw my brother and sister not getting what they
needed. My younger sister went through these two women, and I saw
what she could do. But as soon as she left that program, she let all of that
behind, because once she switched to middle school, they don’t have it
there. S h e’s barely a functional reader now. But the kids in the center
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loved books, they were writing books, and they knew the authors’ names,
and it was amazing what they could do. They had poems for the
multiplication facts. The kids said the poems as they walked out the door
and it was just incredible to see how much just two people could do for
kids. So, that's why I opted to do that.
Being a procrastinator, Cari said she worked better under pressure. She often
waited until the last minute to begin her projects, and still does. She didn’t think
it would help to do it earlier.
I was always one that liked that last minute rush. I’d wait until the night
before to do a paper. I couldn’t do it weeks ahead of time. I just wouldn’t
know what to do with myself. I think I tend to like pressure. Like tonight,
I’ve got an assignment that’s due for tomorrow, and I've been
procrastinating for a quarter (laughs). But I’ll have it done and ready to go
by tomorrow.
College was not easy for Cari. It forced her to face her learning disabilities and
their possible effect on her teaching performance. She recalled an instance
when her spelling deficit caused embarrassment in an education class.
I guess the most tiring (about being LD) is "the looks." I ended up being
the one having to write stuff on the transparency for one of my night
classes, and put it on the board. So I was writing away and didn’t even
think about it. And then one of the other students who’s out there-a
teacher-looked at it and, oh, the look. There must have been four or five
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really good grammatical errors on it. I didn’t see them. I wouldn't have
thought a thing about sticking it up on the board, and yet, you kind of get
embarrassed thinking, you know, here I am. I am a teacher and I don’t
even know how to spell achievement. I don’t know how to spell discipline.
You know, I haven’t a clue. And yet, I can just see parents thinking, ‘Well,
what are you doing teaching my kid?

BadianLCfllors - Student Teaching.Experiences
I did not visit Cari’s student teaching site because of Cari’s concern for
anonymity. She student taught at the first grade level in an average-sized
elementary school in Brownsville. There were twenty-four students in her class.
Cari was unsure how her learning disabilities would be viewed by teachers and
administrators, so she did not disclose them at either her student teaching or
internship sites.
One thing I can say about student teaching and interning that’s a lot
different than my personal life is that in my personal life, I’m very candid
about my learning disability. I’m not afraid to tell anyone why I do things,
why things about me are different. It’s who I am, it’s a part of me. But I
was very concerned in both student teaching and interning about telling
people. Sometimes I think people see this as a personality flaw. So I
can’t help it, this is the way I am, but I think there’s some sense in
administration and also from other teachers that teachers, I guess, have
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to be infallible. They can’t make mistakes (laughs). I don't want to lose a
teaching position because of a learning disability. So I never informed
either my teacher that I student taught with or any of the teachers around
me. the administration that I was teaching under, and I have not informed
the teacher I am working with now or this administration. There is a
paraprofessional whose name is Gramma Sue that works with me and I
have talked to her about it. She hasn't had a lot of the classes that I and
others have had, so she doesn't understand that sometimes kids don’t get
it. But it’s not because they aren’t trying, it’s because they nave a
problem.
When asked to describe her first impressions of student teaching, Cari’s
immediate response was that it was one of the “scariest” experiences of her life.
She felt unsure of herself and of what was expected of her. The transition from
classroom student to classroom teacher was difficult for her.
I was terrified going into student teaching. I don’t deal well with new
situations. I like my buffer zone. I love school. I knew what was going to
happen, I knew where things were. I could organize, I could structure
everything exactly how I wanted. When I went in to student teaching, i
was in a new school, a new town. I didn't know anyone, I didn't know
anything, I didn't know what was going to happen. It was almost too much
for me to bear.
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After overcoming her initial fears, Cari started to enjoy student teaching. She
realized there were rewards in making connections with children. Cari was
drawn to the students who had trouble, whether it was academic, social, or
emotional.
Once I got into student teaching, it started out fairly well, other than the
fact that I caught every disease that the kids would bring in (laughs). I
loved the kids, I loved to teach. I loved seeing their little minds awaken.
The ones that I really caught on to were the ones that all the other
teachers didn’t seem to care for. Not the cute ones. They were the ones
they had troubles with. They were the ones that couldn’t sit still and I think
I saw something of myself in them, especially the little girls that would sit
in the corners and not speak and not talk, those very shy ones who never
spoke a word.
Cari realized the benefits of teaching in a “team” environment. Her elementary
student teaching experience provided her the opportunity to observe and work
with a team of four classroom teachers. They planned teaching units together
and shared resources
In student teaching, I kind of had a net underneath me. There was my
teacher, Mary, who knew what she was doing. If I flubbed, I could call her
or get her and have a backup. At the same time I worked with Mary, there
were four first grade teachers, and they are a group that almost work as
one. They have times of meetings and they plan out their lesson plans

13 4

together. If someone needs a hand, they run over and do it. I mean it
was an incredible working relationship. So that stuck in my mind. If I were
to ever have a chance of getting into a situation like that, it would be
wonderful.
Designing detailed lesson plans was difficult for Cari. One of her education
instructors required scripted lesson plans, which Cari disagreed with. She
described her first experiences in actual daily lesson planning.
When I got to student teaching, the first week or so you started trying to
write everything down. Well, you know, you're lucky if you got through the
first paragraph of what you wrote down. You know, sometimes you never
got out of your anticipatory set, much less trying to get into teaching them
something. So, I ended up having a big calendar and I would write "Math"
with a big arrow (laughs), cause I would always have my papers there,
and I could always make quick notes.
Cari admitted that her written language deficit became obvious in her teaching.
She developed strategies to circumvent some of her writing difficulties. For
example, she learned that pre-writing was important, although she did not
always have time (or take time) to do it.
Either I prewrite something if I have time to do it, or I write it on the board
with the kids there and we just pretend that I’m making mistakes on
purpose and they have to figure out what they are (laughs). We don’t
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write on the boards a lot, so that helps. I don't like writing on the
chalkboards.
Math continued to be a problem for Cari, especially her basic skills. She could
not always remember her math facts from one day to the next. She admitted that
she makes errors in teaching math concepts because of her deficit.
Other things (affected by learning disabilities) are probably my math skills.
I’ve noticed, just because I don't have them memorized, in trying to teach
them, it’s tough because I’ve got to rely on some old skills. I’m not used
to teaching them and I end up making mistakes. When you’re trying to
teach something, that isn ’t a good thing to do, because some of the kids
get really screwed up. But if I’m slow enough and I think about what I’m
doing, usually I already have everything written on a piece of paper. If
we’re going to be doing certain facts, I write them all down so I know what
the answer is (laughs).
Cari described her philosophy of teaching. She talked about the difference
between a teacher and educator, how one knows the subject and the other
knows the student. Can’s goal in teaching is to inspire her students to love to
learn.
I think a teacher knows the subject. They get kids energized, they can
really work well with the kids that likely can do well in what they know. But
an educator gives kids the knowledge that will last a lifetime. They give
them self confidence. They give them that ability to learn on their own.
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They give them the ability to do anything they feel that they want to do. I
think there's a big difference-a teacher knows the subject, an educator
knows the kid. I think that teaching is children. That is what teaching is,
and whether you can teach them how to do two plus two, or whether you
can have them so they get up in the morning and like who they are. You
know I really don’t care if my kids go out of my classroom knowing that
they can divide, but if they know that they’re great people and that they
can do anything they want to do, that works. That should be in all the
classrooms. They like themselves. If they have confidence, they'll learn it
on their own...one teacher can crash a kid’s dreams... You know, if a
teacher tells a kid he can’t do that means he probably never will. But if a
teacher gets a kid to try something, just once, and the kid has the
confidence to do it just once, you know, you might have the next scientist
or artist, you never know...I want kids to love to read and love to write
before they start working on how to spell it right and your ‘h ‘ isn't coming
up to the line. To me, the kid should learn to love to learn before they
learn to hate it.
Student teaching provided Cari with daily classroom experiences that, up to this
point she felt were lacking in her life. Working with the students helped her
connect ner book knowledge to reality. She felt she grew through the training
process.
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Student teaching gave me a lot more confidence. A lot more information.
Just having a background knowledge to draw from. You know books are
great, but it’s drawing on life experiences that gives you a lot more, had
having more experience with the kids gives you more background
knowledge to draw on. Because it’s only in applying that book knowledge
to what you already have that it means anything to you. I think starting
out, that’s what we should do, because now I’m starting to go back to
some of the books and see, yeah, I see what that is. But without the
experience, it didn’t mean anything, I had nothing to connect it to. I think
it’s (student teaching) given me something to stick all of this knowledge
into.
Although Cari was determined to succeed in teaching, self-doubt surfaced when
she thought about moving from student teaching to full-time teaching. For
example, she questioned her readiness for the regular classroom, "I sometimes
wonder if I’m organized enough or prepared enough or if I’m doing these kids
more harm than good, but since everything seems to be working, I guess that’s
not a worry. ”
When Cari reflected on her total teacher preparation, she still did not feel
qualified, although she had five years of coursework. She was not confident
about facing the competitive world of teaching, and she could not understand
how others with less preparation could be.
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I couldn’t figure out how all of these people were going out and teaching
with just the (education) classes. I had five years of classes in education
- a lot more than most people who are going into the field...I sim ply didn't
feel organized or prepared. I have twenty books of 3-inch ring binders
filled with theme units and worksheets. I have shelves of books on
teaching, educating, management and discipline. I feel unprepared and
unorganized. I can’t imagine going into the classroom.
Finishing Touches -- Plans for the Future
In our final recorded conversation, Cari offered advice to students with LD
going into teacher preparation:
Don't give up. Don't be ashamed of the fact that you’re LD. You know a
lot of times, you can even use it to your advantage. You’ve been there.
You know kids that are going to be the toughest to teach. Those (kids
with LD) are going to be the hardest kids the teachers have ever dealt
with. You know what it’s like. Another thing is to let the teachers know
you’re LD, especially the college teachers. There are things that they can
do to help you out to get you through the class. Learning disabilities can
help you use your own experiences to help you become a teacher.
When I asked Cari what she would be doing in five years, she had a ready
reply.
For sure I’ll be teaching, hopefully in an LD classroom. I'll probably still
be going to college. I’ve got a five-year plan. Five years after I start
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teaching, I will decide whether or not I want to go for a doctorate or not.
That's a big decision because I have to teach five years in public school to
be able to teach college level. So, then after those five years, the
decision for a doctorate, or kids or any of those other plans will be made.
Five years is the big day (laughs).
I received Cari’s final diary entries toward the end of December, approximately
two weeks after our last conversation. In the true spirit of Christmas, Cari had
no wishes for herself, only for her students. These wishes reflect who she is and
why she’s successful.
I wish all parents loved their kids. I wish all kids were perfect. I wish it
wasn't necessary for people like me to be out there. If I could, I’d wish
myself out of a job. I wish parents instilled a love of learning in their
children, like they instill hate of it. I sometimes wish I could take my
students home. I wish I could let the world walk for one day in a child’s
footsteps. I wish everybody had equal rights to everything. One of the
wishes that I hear a lot of people saying, especially when it has to do with
differences, is a wish for tolerance. I disagree. I never wish for tolerance.
Tolerance leads to indifference. Tolerance means that although maybe
you can't stand the fact that a person is different, you can ignore it. I wish
for acceptance. I wish for acknowledgment. I wish for the embracing of
all differences. I wish people could see and understand and witness the
beauty that the differences in people create. I wish adults could think with
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the simplicity and directness of children. I wish people still believed in
make-believe. I wish all parents read to their children. I wish all teachers
loved kids. And I wish somehow I could make Cari-World, where all my
wishes would come true, but I don’t see it happening in the future. But I
can see it happen in a ten by ten room in a little town in this northern
state, from eight in the morning until three in the afternoon, for eight little
kids. That’s where Cari-World happens. That’s where all of my wishes
come true. And in those children we don't see tolerance, we see
acceptance, we see acknowledgment, we see the beauty of differences.
We read, we play, we think simply and honestly. We tell the truth. We
believe in make-believe, but we know it’s m ake-believe, and for those few
hours they are in my world, they are in my home. They are loved, they
are cared for, everyone understands them. Even when they’re hurt,
there’s someone there to listen. So, I guess in a way, my wishes come
true for a sm all period of time in a sm all little room.
Cari volunteered to continue audio taping her internship experiences and
reflections for the remainder of the school year, and throughout her first-year
teaching position.
Additional Considerations
The interviews with three directors of student teaching provided additional
insight and considerations regarding student teachers with learning disabilities.
The following paragraphs discuss several areas of concern that surfaced from
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the interviews, with advisement for potential strategies to help better meet the
needs of the ever-increasing population of education students with LD.
One director of student teaching commented, "We have the legal
responsibility to help them (student teachers with learning disabilities) if they can
accommodate their disabilities."Long (1992) raised the question, "Can we
maintain our high academic standards, yet make reasonable accommodations
for learning disabled teacher education candidates?" Different opinions exist
regarding whose primary responsibility it is to make accommodations--the
student or the university. In order to understand where the differences lie, it
seems appropriate that the attitudes of college faculty and their willingness to
accommodate students with LD need to be compared/contrasted with the
perceptions of accommodations received as reported by education students with
LD.
All three directors of student teaching expressed the need for early
identification of learning disabilities in students entering the teacher education
program. One director proposed an early system of identification.
If we had a system of early identification and counseling with students,
there probably ought to be some early meetings and interviews with
students to talk about why they want to become teachers in spite of the
fact that they have disabilities. Do they want to do it enough to go through
what they're going to have to go through They're going to have to do a lot
of extra studying and to learn how to accommodate, because in the end,
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they do have to take responsibility. We can't do it for them. A ll we can do
is create the environment.
The suggestion of early identification raises the question of disclosure. It would
be interesting to develop a method that encouraged students with LD to disclose
that disability as they enter the education program. This disclosure could be
used to help raise the awareness of pertinent teachers, and the students
themselves, of the effect of that disability on coursework and teaching
performance. Through early field experiences, students with LD could learn the
areas of their teaching vulnerabilities and develop strategies to compensate and
circumvent those challenges. In this way, students with LD could be prepared
better for the longer, more strenuous student teaching experience.
The directors suggested that a field-based experience model is needed
that would provide more consistent field experiences. For example, a placement
at the same site, with the same teacher for short term field experiences could
evolve into the long-term student teaching assignment. One director described a
similar system that is currently in operation in a neighboring state.
This process would alleviate much of the anxiety experienced by students with
learning disabilities who struggle to establish new rapport with each new
placement. A cohesive, organized, and stable environment of this nature would
be effective for all students, not just those with disabilities. The students would
become familiar with the site, their teachers and administrators, and be ready to
begin student teaching instead of using several weeks for orientation. It follows
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that a support team would be needed to facilitate the placement of student
teachers with learning disabilities. One director described his perception of a
team concept.
My idea was that if we could identify a student, we could get a little team
going at least a semester before the student is to do field experience.
There should be somebody from the university, the student and the
cooperating teacher You know, a# parties need some education. Student
services says it's our responsibility to work with these students, and I
guess it is. Some of the teachers are just naturally accommodating
themselves enough to help somebody to do that, but I don't know that
they have many good ideas for helping. We need a consistent method to
help people better understand these disabilities and work with them.
A team of this type could be productive in at least three ways: (a) To help
establish a safe environment for the student teachers to disclose their learning
disability, (b) to provide consistent University support for the cooperating teacher
and student teacher, and (c) to aid in better understanding of the students'
learning disabilities and any effect that disability might have on their
interpersonal skills and teaching performance.
Public school teachers and administrators need to better understand the
federal requirements to provide accommodations in the classroom. One director
expressed his concern that if classroom teachers are not confident in meeting

144
the needs of their own students with LD, how much more unsure would they be
with a student teacher with LD?
I think a lot of classroom teachers have problems knowing how to deal
with special needs kids, let alone student teachers with learning
disabilities. I know of one science teacher who just blew up in a faculty
meeting about expectations for modifications at the junior high level. I
mean he practically tore the school apart, he totally disrupted the meeting.
I don't think a lot of people are prepared to do that, and I don’t think a lot
of the new teachers are prepared either.
It stands to reason that if classroom teachers are not willing to accommodate for
their students, they most likely will not be willing to accommodate for their
student teachers who have learning disabilities.
Themes and Relationships
The purpose of this study was to investigate the experiences of student
teachers with learning disabilities and to ascertain whether or not they felt an
effect of that disability on their teaching performance. I had anticipated analyzing
the participants' responses to direct questions and discussion concerning their
learning disabilities. I soon discovered that the three participants were hesitant
to discuss their learning disabilities, to the point of changing the focus of the
conversation. Representative comments like, "I don't think about that very much"
(the learning disability), "I don't think it's relevant," "I'd rather talk about what I
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can do, not what I can't do,"reflect their unease with public acknowledgment and
disclosure of the disability.
Considering the depth of this unease, I was surprised by the candor and
extensiveness of their talking diaries. Some of the narratives were notable
expositions and emotionally-charged renditions that revealed serious
contemplation and introspection. Yet, for the most part, they avoided discussing
any linkage between their teaching ability and learning disability. I identified
seven dominant themes that emerged from the copious transcripts of
conversations and reflective narratives.
Theme Number One
All three student teachers perceived a stigma attached to their label of
learning disabilities and were not willing to disclose that disability to their
cooperating teachers.
Abby described her on-going battle with the LD label, "I'm still trying to get
away from it. It stays with you. I felt like it was kind of tacked on my forehead. "
She determined to be sensitive to her students with special needs, "I just don’t
want to make a child feel labeled. That’s the way I felt."
Ben also emphasized the presence of an overshadowing label, '7 don't
think you ever really come out from under it. You just go on." He explained that
he learned to accept his differences and the fact that he couldn’t do anything
about them. “I know I’m different. I learn differently. But, hey, it’s the way I am.
I can't change that. But some people don’t seem to understand."
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Cari commented that she would change into “normal” if she could
because of the attitude she sees displayed by teachers and administrators, “I
don't like being different. Of course I'd change it if I could. I’d like to be ‘norm al’
(laughs). But I can't. Sometimes I think people see this as a personality flaw. I
can’t help it, this is the way I am. But I think there's some sense in administration
and others that teachers have to be infallible."
The participants acknowledged their disability to me, but did not disclose
their disability to the people involved in their field teaching assignment.
Cooperating teachers and student teaching directors felt that disabilities should
be divulged, yet at the same time they confirmed that students with LD often are
hesitant to disclose their disabilities. One director commented,"They (student
teachers with LD) are typically shy about their disabilities., .but my general
feeling is that it's always best to be open about them...as long as they (student
teachers) accept it, the teachers and students will accept it. I think it's imperative.
Nothing can be done if we don't confront it."
Another director suggested that even though it is difficult for student
teachers to disclose their disability, it probably would benefit everyone involved
in the teaching assignment: "Maybe a young person coming out into the teaching
profession with a learning disability would have a hard time sharing about their
disability, but I would encourage them to do that. It helps everyone to
understand-teachers and students." The director went on to describe a
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situation that escalated into a negative experience because the disability was
not disclosed before the student teacher with disabilities was placed.
There does need to be some kind of middle spot in there where the
information is going to both individuals as to what the requirements or
what the needs or what the expectations on the part of both parties is
going to be. This student had been in that classroom a little bit but they
didn't take time with each other to sit down and really get to know each
other and get to know what the other's expectations might be. So it just
ended up with a great deal of hard feelings that didn't need to be.
It appears that a gap exists between public school/university expectations of
disclosure from student teachers with learning disabilities and the
confidence/trust in school personnel held by those student teachers. Cari clearly
demonstrated that distrust.
I don't knew if I'm comfortable enough sitting down and telling a principal
at a job interview that I'm LD. I don't want to lose a teaching position
because of a learning disability, so I have never informed either my
teacher that I student taught with or any of the teachers around me or the
administration that I was teaching under, and I have not informed the
teacher or administration that I am now working with.
The student teachers in this study felt no obligation to disclose their disabilities.
All three participants in the study insisted upon total privacy of their records of
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documentation for their learning disabilities. These records were not open to
public scrutiny.
Theme Number Two
Ihe_p.arl(lp^nl^b.eliev.edlhatih£iLL£arning disabilities.aff.ected.iheir
feelings oLcoolldaiice-ancl seif-wQ.rlh.arid.use d s xiasum culam to bolster their
confidence.
Periodically in their narratives, the student teachers mentioned a loss of
confidence in their abilities and exhibited skepticism of their self-worth.
Sometimes they doubted that they were doing as much as other student
teachers, yet kept a positive attitude about the situation. For example, Abby
reflected on her self-doubt.
I see where other teachers are at and you know how other student
teachers are teaching, and sometimes I feel like they're further along than
I am. So then I go, “Well what am I not doing?" I’ve wondered if maybe I
should be doing more, taking charge more. That kind of scares me a little
bit. More and more doubts. But I’m just going to keep trying to do my
best.
Ben described his doubts about his ability to shift from teaching elementary
physical education to high school social studies.
I’m nervous and I’m not nervous. You know, how am I going to b e -like
when I first stand up there in front of those kids. You know, am I going to
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panic? I have all these new fears that I didn’t have at the elementary level.
Cari acknowledged her life-long awareness of low self-esteem as she reflected
on her academic struggles, "/ think, although I like who I am and I'm very
comfortable with who I am, I still don't have enough courage in what I know,
cause I think for so long, in the academic areas, you've lacked the courage, you
lack your esteem ."
One director of student teaching recalled a student teaching placement
that had an adverse effect on the student teacher with disabilities. The following
scenario portrays what the participants in the study feared as student teachers,
as well as when they become certified teachers.
I know there were hard feelings and even a loss of self-esteem on the part
of the student. And that's wrong, that's very wrong. I'm not sure what
happened with this school or with the teachers, certainly it gave them
some insecure feelings, but definitely it did damage with the student. I
think those are the things that we're always trying to avoid. If there's a way
to avoid it, it has to be done so that doesn't happen again. Had that been
my child, as a parent I would have been just devastated to think what she
had gone through, and really, it wasn't necessary. It wasn't necessary at
all.
The director further commented on the need to provide support to student
teachers with learning disabilities. She stressed the need to encourage these
students to recognize the strengths they will bring into their classroom. She
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shared some of the ways she has tried to help student teachers with learning
disabilities.
If you're going to say all of a sudden here are all of these roadblocks, why
didn't somebody present all of that information all the way along so my
child would know that there are going to be some more roadblocks. It's
like telling them, "You've had these (obstacles), but now there are going to
be a few more. But you've overcome the other ones, so you can
overcome these also. ” We Ve got to prepare for those situations where
we're going to send kids with learning disabilities into the classroom. I try
to tell these students that they're going to bring something into the
classroom that maybe the teacher had no knowledge of, a little different
perspective or a little different way of doing things in the classroom. I tell
them, "It can be you giving something to that teacher who desperately
needs the kinds of things that you have to offer. ”
Even though the participants in the study had successfully completed the
academic requirements for teacher certification, they continued to feel uncertain
of their abilities to compete in the world of teaching. As found in the research
reported in Chapter Two, vulnerabilities linger throughout the lifetime of many
individuals with learning disabilities. Even though many of them develop
successful strategies to circumvent their susceptible areas, they must continue
to replenish and restore their confidence and esteem to remain effective and
productive adults.
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From the study, it was evident that the participants turned to
extracurricular activities to sustain them and foster their confidence. Abby kept
active with her music throughout her entire educational experience. She
participated in church music groups and sang for weddings. Ben stayed
involved in sports, and as he matured, he coached and refereed younger
students as well as worked in summer camps. Cari found her niche in spe ch
and debate, and remained active throughout high school. Her marriage
provided fulfillment through college and helped her maintain her focus to
succeed.
Theme Number Three
The participants exercised extreme caution when describing any links
between their learning disabilities and their teaching performance.
Only toward the end of their student teaching assignments, did the
participants appear to contemplate plausible connections between their learning
disabilities and their teaching performance. Although they alluded to a limited
number of possible connections, more often, they evaded identifying direct
linkages. Oftentimes, the phrase "It's just who I am," appeared alongside a
reference to teaching difficulty. For example, Abby reflected on her inability to
observe simultaneously several children’s activities, yet in the same sentence,
she wondered if it is just who she is, and had nothing to do with a learning
disability.
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It's challenging and I wonder if I just naturally miss things when I don't
remember, I wonder if it's because of my learning disability o // u s just
who I am. Sometimes I wonder if I'll ever be able 10 do this.
Ben stated that he usually viewed things in a positive light, and did not blame
his learning disabilities on things that happen to him. Throughout the study, he
did not associate a single situation in his teaching experience to his learning
disability.
I've never really blamed anything on my learning disability. I've just gone
with it and just realized that there's some things that I'm not very well at.
But I've never actually blamed it on them (learning disabilities). I've never
actually sat back and said, “Well, God, if I wasn't learning disabled, I'd get
this thing." I think I've learned to deal with it.
Cari presented a more forthright perception of her learning disability, readily
acknowledging its effect on her ability to write on the chalkboard. Her learning
disabilities seriously impair her spelling and math abilities.
I switch b's and d's, I can't spell anything. The first graders were
correcting my spelling on the board... I can't even remember math facts
most days... I sometimes wonder, “Am I going to really mess up today, am
I going to say something that some poor kid is going to remember for the
rest of his life," because I remember things my teacher said to me that
made me feel bad.
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Although Cari acknowledged that her disabilities affect her teaching, at the same
time, she stressed that having learning disabilities is who she is, as if she
perceived it as a separate entity from her teaching abilities, "it's who I am, it's a
part of me, but I was very concerned in both student teaching and in my
internship about telling people. I worried about what they would think of my
teaching ability, so I didn't tell them. I can't change it, I wish I could, you know,
but it's who i am ."
Since the purpose of the study was to find out if student teachers with
disabilities felt an effect of their disabilities on their teaching, I expected to find
lots of data to support or refute that concept. I did not expect to run into an
impenetrable wall of self-protection. However, I feel this, in itself, was a
significant finding. The participants in this study did not give credence to the
concept that their disability affected their teaching performance. They were
noncommittal in making any such association.
Theme Number Four
The student teachers experienced considerable anxiety at the beginning
and end of their teaching assignments.
The significance of this pattern is that it demonstrated and confirmed the
life-long effect of learning disabilities on an individual's perception of what is
required to transition from familiar to unfamiliar experiences. The participants
vividly described their fear before beginning the student teaching phase of their
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teacher preparation. They were concerned about being accepted and respected.
They desired to succeed, but felt unprepared for the tasks at hand.
Abby felt nervous the first week then grew more confident as the weeks
progressed. Then her concerns surfaced again as she faced a new teaching
environment. “ You know you have those little butterflies, especially on that first
day. But then they started to go away. That first week was pretty scary. It was
unpredictable, but by the second week I felt more organized. ”
Ben was nervous about facing elementary students. He saw himself as a
“secondary guy” and didn not know if he could relate to younger children. “Can I
do it in the classroom ? That was the question I had to find out for myself. I was
nervous. I didn’t know if I was even in the right place!"
Cari was extremely afraid of student teaching. She had difficulty dealing
with new experiences and everything about her assignment was new to her. “I
was terrified going into student teaching. I don't deal well with new situations.
When I went into student teaching I was in a new school, a new town. I didn’t
know anyone. I didn't know anything. It was almost too much to bear. ”
As they neared the completion of their teaching experiences, the student
teachers were comfortable in the classroom, and felt measurably successful.
However, when their first student teaching requirement was completed, they
were to move to a new setting for a second student teaching assignment at a
different age level. The former feelings of inadequacy and fear returned. Each
student teacher expressed concerns about their preparedness, acceptance, and
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the need to succeed. Self-doubt reappeared frequently throughout their recorded
reflections. This bewilderment is common to many individuals with learning
disabilities. They encounter a perpetual cycle of facing new experiences, and
becoming familiarized and stabilized, only to find the need to transition to a new
experience and begin the sequence again.
Theme Number Five
All three studeaUeachers expressed empathy and compas-Sionjocihe.ir
students who demonstrated difficulty in learning.
The participants mentioned at least one student in their classes that
reminded them of themselves as a youngster struggling with learning disabilities.
The student teachers expressed a desire to reach out to these students and help
them in any way they could, because they "knew how it felt." They appeared to
have genuine compassion for their students.
The participants in the study referred to earlier personal experiences.
Some of the negative occurrences remained vivid in their memories. At some
point in their narratives, they stated that they would never do to students what
had been done to them. Their negative life experiences produced positive
teaching aspirations.
For example, Abby asked, “How could she do that to m e? I would never
do that to a student" alter describing how her education professor embarrassed
her in class. Abby recalled an incident in high school when she helped a second
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grade student with a test. 7 saw m yself in that little girl right away. I knew exactly
how she felt when it wouldn’t come or when it did. It made me remember."
Ben rendered a detailed description of his high school science teacher
who used him as a scapegoat and finally banished him from class. Ben stated,
“I would never do that to a student. I could never do that to a student." A first
grade boy in Ben’s physical education class reminded him of his childhood and
how it felt to be different. "He probably doesn't understand why every other kid
is fine and h e’s not. You know, I'm sure he’s scared inside. I mean I know
what’s going through him right now. He knows there’s something different about
him. ’’
Cari’s forced regression to the lowest reading group from highest reading
group caused her great consternation, 7 can’t imagine doing that to a child. Who
would have thought that spelling was more important than reading?" She
described the children that drew her attention.

“They were the ones that a ll the

other teachers didn’t seem to care for. Not the cute ones. They were the ones
that couldn’t read and couldn ’t sit still. I think I saw myseh in them. ”
One director described a connection that can happen between student
teachers with learning disabilities and kids with similar problems in the
classroom.
I'm thinking that if you have learning disabilities, you're much more aware
of students and tuned in to their problems, their needs, their wants, the
things that would work for them. You know, you can try this because "my
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experience has been..." or whatever. There has to be that connection, and
I think there are all kinds of connections.
Theme Number Six
The participants exhibited high_seJ.fcexpegtalic>n and aspiration by. pursuing
rigorous,program? at both the undergraduate and graduate..level?The etudent teacher? mentioned that they felt they worked harder than
moat etudent? throughout their echool years and college. A representative quote
from all three is, "I think I probably worked ten times harder than anybody else
just to make it through." Even though it meant considerably more work, each
participant completed the coursework for a double major and were scheduled to
complete two full terms of student teaching.
I wondered if all three students did not feel the need to prove their
competence in some way. They set high standards and expectations for
themselves. Abby’s comments reflected strong determination as she struggled
with the demands of teaching whether it was decision-making or spontaneity. ‘‘I
just have to do this. Ijust have to try. It's getting better and I feel good about
that." Abby’s cooperating teacher described the effort Abby put into her student
teaching."/ did feel that she made as much progress and worked as hard as any
individual can work at it in a semester.
Ben and Cari seemed to feel pressure to excel, "I don't want to just do a
good job. I want to be the best. I will be the best...You know I’m getting married
this summer but we're doing it right. We’re both going to graduate from the

158

same university and we’ll go wherever we need for me to get into grad school. I
want to be an AD (athletic director), so I need at least a m aster’s to be able to
compete." Cari indicated that her five-year plan included teaching in the public
schools and completing her master’s degree before deciding on pursuing a
doctorate. “I have to teach five years before I can teach at the college level, so
I’ll decide at the end of five years whether or not I’ll go for my doctorate. But it’s
a possibility. ”
High self-expectations and aspirations are vital attributes for success.
Individuals with learning disabilities who succeed in demanding work
environments demonstrate perseverance and intrinsic motivation. All three
participants repeatedly displayed these traits throughout their school years and
student teaching experiences.
Theme Number Seven
Each student teacher had a supportive family with one or more parents

agMyJeacfiing.ac.M.,
An interesting similarity in the three participants was that they were all
closely related to active educators. At least one of the parents of each student
teacher was a public school teacher. The parents served as vital advocates for
the students throughout their school years. Their support, although more passive
in nature, continued throughout college and student teaching. The participants
acknowledged their parents for helping them succeed.
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Abby described the support that her family provided. “I have a lot of
teachers in my family. They know I’ve struggled with this LD, but they’ve
believed in me and have been my cheerleaders through it all.” Abby frequently
mentioned her mother and their close relationship. “I talk to my mom a lot.
She's been a good support for me. I think it’s because of her that I wanted to
become a teacher. She’s been my example.”
Both of Ben’s parents teach in public schools. Ben knew when he
entered college that he wanted to follow his parents into teaching. "Growing up
in a household with two parents that taught, I saw teachers. I saw how it worked.
I had an understanding. I was always taught what it’s like to work with students.
I understand that there are certain needs that students have. My parents were
always there for me. They still are. ”
Cari acknowledged her parents’ importance in her success throughout
school and college. "I think you’ve got to be stubborn (to succeed). I did it. You
know, but I’m lucky. I have a family support system. My dad’s a middle school
teacher so he always knew what to do. My mom’s LD so she knows how I feel.
My husband is a math teacher so we always talk over our day."
In Chapter Two, I reported on the importance of strong support groups for
successful students with learning disabilities. Abby, Ben, and Cari are excellent
examples of the outcome of that support. They succeeded in public school,
college, and student teaching, and all had strong, supportive families.

CHAPTER V
SUMMARY, DISCUSSION, AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Summary
The purpose of this study was to investigate the experiences of student
teachers with learning disabilities and to ascertain if they felt an effect of that
disability on their teaching performance. Three student teachers with
documented learning disabilities were studied for the duration of a one-semester
teaching assignment. The participants, one male and two females were from
different state universities within a two-state region, all within a 150-mile radius.
Chapter One was an overview of the study, and Chapter Two was a literature
review of issues regarding college students with learning disabilities. This
review reflected the need for research in the area of education students with LD
who are in the student teaching phase of teacher preparation.
Chapter Three provided a description of the qualitative methods used to
study the student teaching experiences of three college students with LD. Data
consisted of transcripts of multiple recorded one-on-one interviews and
individual narratives. Listening to the "voices" of these participants during
interviews and diary entries provided opportunities to hear their perceptions of
themselves as student teachers. The insight and honest introspection they
chronicled regarding their experiences with learning disabilities spoke volumes.
160
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Chapter Four consisted of individual profiles of the three student teachers
in the study. Using the visual image of a “painting,” each participant represented
a portrait which was composed of background relating to eiementary/secondary
school years (pastels), college years (shadows), student teaching experiences
(radiant colors), and plans for the future (finishing touches). These profiles were
constructed from the oral narratives of the three participants. In an effort to
maintain the integrity of their unique perspectives, and to tell their story with
authenticity, I emphasized their commentary and endeavored to reserve
judgment in my interpretations.
The student teaching experiences of the three participants were combined
and analyzed. Patterns and relationships found within the data resulted in seven
dominant themes that are summarized below. These themes provided the
"frame" for the portraits, binding them together with commonalities in
experiences and perceptions.
Theme Number One: All three student teachers perceived a stigma
attached to their label of learning disabilities and were nQLwLHjnq to disclose that
disability to their cooperating teachers. From the beginning of the study to the
end, the participants remained resolute in maintaining the privacy of their
learning disabilities. The student teachers felt no obligation to disclose their
disability to their teacher or administrator. In fact, they seemed convinced
that any disclosure would change the manner in which they were accepted and
treated as professional student teachers. Their fear of disclosure was further
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evidenced in each of their requests that I not observe them in the classroom.
The nature and focus of my study appeared to threaten the anonymity of their
disability.
Theme Number Two; The participants believed that their learning
disabilities affected their feelings of confidence and self-worth and used
extracurriculars to bolster their confidence. Intermittently throughout the
transcripts, I found that the student teachers mentioned how their disabilities
affected their self-confidence. They alluded to their struggles with low self
esteem at different points in their lives. They described a continuum of feelings
between self-confidence and self-doubt that swung back and forth like a
pendulum during their student teaching experience-one day they were confident
about their abilities, the next day they were doubtful about their success.
Theme Number Three: All participants exercised extreme caution when
describing any links between their learning disabilities and their teaching
performance. The student teachers consistently referred to their learning
disability as, "It's just who I am." They were noncommittal in making any concrete
association between their teaching abilities and their learning disabilities. Cari
was open about her reversals and its effect on her ability to write on the
chalkboard spontaneously, yet often she turned it into a game with her students,
pretending that she made the mistakes on purpose. The three participants
appeared not to link seriously any part of their learning disability to any part of
their teaching performance. They appeared to separate their teaching from their
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being—they were learning disabled and they were student teachers. One did not
seem to relate to the other. It seemed that learning disabilities more often were
referred to in academics rather than in teaching.
Theme Number Four: The student teachers experienced

cop

.arable

anxiety at the beginning and end of their teaching assignments. A , three
participants demonstrated a trait common to the LD community-nervousness
caused by the need to transition from the known to the unknown. Even though
the student teachers were anxious about beginning their fir j assignments, they
soon became comfortable. However, as the experience drew to an end, the
same anxiety resumed as they faced a new, unknown challenge.
Theme Number Five: All three student teachers expressed empathy and
compassion for their students who demonstrated d fficulty in learning. The
cooperating teachers and student teaching directors recognized traits of
empathy and compassion in student teachers with learning disabilities. All three
participants described at least one student who reminded them of themselves at
an earlier age, and that student kindled an innate desire within the student
teachers to help their students succeed.
Theme Number Six: The participants exhibited high self-expectation and
aspiration by pursuing rigorous programs at both the undergraduate and
graduate levels. The three participants demonstrated strong will power to
succeed in their endeavors. They felt that they had always had to work harder
than anyone else, and planned to continue to do so. The participants seemed
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driven to prove themselves as student teachers in the same manner as they had
felt compelled to prove themselves as students throughout their school years
and college experiences.
Theme Number Seven: Each student teacher had a supportive family, with
one or more parents as a public school teacher. The participants readily credited
their supportive family for their success throughout school and college. All three
student teachers had at least one member of their immediate family teaching in
the public schools, and some had extended family in the teaching profession.
Their supportive families provided encouragement and important advocacy for
the participants. The role model of “teacher” in the home obviously affected the
participants in their career choice. The participants recalled memories of playing
teacher as children, little knowing they were foreshadowing their future careers.
Discussion of Major Findings
It is apparent from this study that student teachers with learning
disabilities continue to experience barriers in their educational environment
because of their disabilities and the response--or lack of response-of the
college to their problems. In many instances, it appears that some of the
obstacles the participants encountered run contrary to both the letter and spirit
of Section 504 regulations (e.g., Abby’s instructor breached confidentiality in the
classroom). An ominous thought is that these barriers border on discrimination
and perpetuate stigma from faculty and other students. This discussion
addresses five specific areas of interest relating to the themes that emerged
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from the study: (1) The dilemma of disclosure, (2) the distinction of personality
differences, (3) the trepidation of transition, (4) the effect of empathy, and (5)
the significance of family support.
The dilemma of disclosure. Ignorance still lurks around some of the
educated. The fact that university instructors (and public school teachers) still
have a misconception of learning disabilities and the accommodations that are
mandated to be provided speaks volumes about the closed mindset of many
educators. Research supports the need for change in faculty attitudes toward
making accommodations to students with LD (Aksamit et al., 1987; Houck et al.,
1992; Matthews et al., 1987; Nelson et al., 1990). As we draw near to the turn of
the century and begin a new era, it appears that the “old” mindset of decades
ago that learning disabilities is synonymous with “dumb” needs to experience a
paradigm shift and accept reality.
Students with learning disabilities perceive that people will not treat them
as “normal” if they disclose their disability. In this study, theme one reported the
participants’ reluctance to disclose their learning disability, and theme three
reported their reluctance to associate that disability to their teaching
performance. All three of the student teachers described the stigma they sensed
when their disability became known to various people (Smith, 1991). They felt
they were treated differently and felt the pervasive effect of their label through
both the spoken and silent messages that were sent. Edgerton (1967) reported
that individuals with labels strive to appear “normal” and seek ways to diminish
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the effects of their label. His study found that men and women with labels
engaged in perpetual self-denial of their disability and spent a significant amount
of time and energy trying to pass themselves as normal. Edgerton postulated
that individuals with disabilities "surround themselves with a cloak of
competence" (as cited in Scheerenberger, 1987, p. 36) in an attempt to project
their abilities rather than their disabilities.
There is a paradox in that disability student services and federal law state
that these students have certain rights which they should be able to ask for and
receive. In actuality, they don’t ask because they’re afraid of the treatment they
will receive, and even may be afraid of being denied access to opportunities.
Students should not have to learn about services and accommodations by
accident and must be able to access support without fear of repercussion
(Houck et al, 1992; Minner & Prater, 1984; West et al., 1993). Reluctant
instructors send a powerful message to students with LD that they are asking for
something inappropriate or impossible. In the light of this prevalent attitude, it is
not surprising that the student teachers in this study did not disclose their
learning disabilities to their cooperating teachers.
Students with learning disabilities must feel safe to disclose their disability
and free to trust that they will receive the support they require to succeed in the
education process, whether in the classroom or in the field (Houck et al., 1992;
Long, 1992; West et al., 1993). This support should extend even beyond
teacher preparation to teacher practice. Colleges (and public schools) need to
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hold their faculty members accountable regarding attitudes toward learning
disabilities, willingness to make course modifications, and the provision of other
accommodations.
However, all students with learning disabilities who seek an education
major may not be teacher material. An urgent need exists for teacher
preparation programs to develop an early identification system for education
students with LD (Long, 1992). The reason for the urgency is that through close
advising and counseling some of these students may realize, early in their
program, that education is not the field of choice for them. This realization could
save many hours of superfluous coursework, a substantial financial savings, as
well as elimination of the emotional upheaval often caused by the misfit between
students and their major area of study.
Nevertheless, the act of counseling students with LD into or out of the
education program poses several questions. For example, how do teacher
preparation programs determine which students wili succeed as teachers and
which ones will not? What criteria will be used to make the judgment? If
colleges provide numerous accommodations on campus, will the students be
able to make their own accommodations in their classroom as student teachers
and certified teachers? Two directors who were interviewed in this study were
apprehensive about this issue. A common concern was that if a student with LD
cannot read, write, or do math, how can they teach children to read, write, or do
math? Cari also reflected on this quandary when she described her
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overshadowing fear that some day a parent will come to her and say, "You can ’t
even spell, what are you doing trying to teach my child to sp ell?”
It is obvious that mixed opinions exist on the acceptance of students with
LD into the education program (Long, 1992). One director in the study said that
he struggled with this situation a lot, because he has seen several individuals
with LD complete their teacher preparation program and go on to teach
successfully in public schools. Yet, he has also seen those who have failed. So
the questions remain: How do we make the final determination of which students
with LD qualify for the education program, and which ones do not? Are these
decisions within the legal parameters for students with disabilities?
Although there are numerous questions about accepting students with LD
into the teacher preparation program, there is no question about accommodating
those students once they are accepted. Education students with learning
disabilities deserve the same rights to an equal opportunity for education as
other students with or without disabilities (Long, 1992). If these services cannot
be provided through moral motives, then they must be provided by legal
mandates.
The distinction of personality differences. Theme two of this study
reported that the participants believed their learning disabilities negatively
affected their view of themselves and their confidence to achieve. Theme six
reported on their high self-expectation and aspiration. Research supports the
effect of disabilities on self-esteem (Saracoglu et al., 1989). It is not unusual
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that the participants experienced periods of self-questioning and self-doubt.
Studies findings also indicated that successful college students with LD
demonstrate determination and a tenacity to succeed against the odds-working
harder than anyone else (Gerber et ai., 1992). The literature reported that
successful students with LD maintained positive attitudes throughout their
endeavors (Aune, 1991; Fairweather & Shaver, 1990, Greenbaum et al., 1995).
These traits was apparent in all three participants.
However, during the study an interesting distinction unfolded between
the personalities of the participants and raised questions about personality
differences and teaching abilities. Abby was quiet, needed constant
reinforcement and instant feedback, and lacked the assertiveness necessary for
effective classroom management. She could not think quickly on her feet, and
struggled to cope with several activities occurring simultaneously. For example,
she described her perpetual battle to make appropriate transitions between
various activities throughout her daily teaching schedule. Although Abby’s
supervising teacher said some of the trouble was with the newness of the
situation and the site, she also suggested that Abby probably would have
benefited from an extended period of student teaching.
Yet, Abby’s seif-determination and positive attitude carried her through
many difficult situations. Oftentimes, she would make the comment, “I’m just
going to keep trying. I know it's going to get better." This raises some questions
Will Abby be able to relate to and manage all types of learners in the regular
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classroom? Is she best suited for the lowest levels in elementary education
where disruptive behavior is usually easier to manage, and many activities are
sequential and progressive-perhaps a bit iess spontaneous?
On the other hand, Ben and Cari both demonstrated a resilience th a t! did
not see as clearly in Abby. For example, Ben reported that some days he had to
quickly change his plans for the day because he quickly assessed the situation
and knew his original plan would not work. Cari also stated that many days she
would have one thing planned for the day, and by the end of that day she would
look back and ask herself how she had ever thought she could cover what she
had planned. Both Ben and Cari demonstrated strong decision-making skills.
They were able to assess several situations at one time, come to a conclusion,
and form an immediate plan of action. The literature reported that flexibility,
self-determination and decision making are attributes found in effective
classroom teachers (Rosenberg et al., 1991).
This study indicated that the different personalities of the participants
brought different dynamics into their classrooms. Abby preferred a quiet, wellstructured environment and sequential activities. Ben and Cari preferred
multiple, simultaneous activities, laughter, and energy in their learning
environments. What does this say for teaching? Is there a need to foster the
development of increased resilience in education students with LD? Is there a
relationship between self-confidence and self-determination? Are these
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characteristics necessary for good teaching? If we expect these students to
succeed in the competitive field of teaching, the answer is a resounding “yes.”
The trepidation of transition. Theme four of the study reported that the
participants experienced anxiety when they began and finished their student
teaching assignment. The fear to move from known expectations and
environments to unknown situations carries over from childhood into college and
beyond for individuals with LD (Mangrum & Strichart, 1994; Smith, 1991). The
process of transition poses a threat to familiarity and security, two prominent
qualities sought by most adults with LD.
It follows then, that if adults with learning disabilities struggle with new
experiences, education students with LD confront that trial with every field
experience assignment. Student teaching is the final and most challenging
beast to these individuals. Participants in the study reported feeling “terrified”
and “scared silly” when they started their student teaching experience. Would it
not be appropriate to take this known fear of change into account at the
beginning of the teacher education program? Anxiety can be somewhat diffused
by familiarity, so then why do we, as educators, not strive to acquaint these
students (and all education students) with the forthcoming process?
There is no understandable reason why education students cannot meet
their field placement teacher/mentor and university supervisor before their first
assignment, complete various levels of field experience with those same
individuals, and return to that familiar setting for their capstone experience of
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student teaching. Brinckerhoff (1996) and Vogel and Adelman (1990) found that
successful college students with LD found mentors to guide them through their
college experience as they transitioned from high school to higher education. Is
it not reasonable, then, that these same students (if not all students) would
benefit from the wisdom and counsel of a mentor through their field experiences
and student teaching? Organization, interdependence, and familiarity fostered
early in the teacher education process will produce more prepared, selfconfident, and successful student teachers, whether they have disabilities or not.
The effects of empathy. Theme five of the study reported that the
participants empathized with those students who had difficulty learning. The
directors and cooperating teachers acknowledged the trait of compassion in
many education students with LD. These study findings confirmed what the
professional literature reported, in that individuals with special needs often
demonstrate sensitivity to others who need help. Therefore, it is established that
the participants’ expressions of empathy were not unusual or exceptional (Smith,
1991). It is not established, however, as to what degree of importance empathy
relates to teaching ability.
The question is, then, does the ability to express empathy have an effect
on the ability to teach? Or, are individuals with LD qualified to teach on the
basis of their empathy with others who struggle? It is interesting to note that the
participants, as well as some of the directors, seemed to think that a sensitivity
to others with special needs may be more important in the classroom than a
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mastery of all the basic skills. What is the measure of a good teacher? Cari felt
it more important to reach the child than to reach the curriculum target. Is there
some validity to the concept that sensitivity should precede mastery? The three
participants personified the reality of being treated with insensitivity. The effect
of humiliation is loss of dignity. Loss of dignity results in loss of learning.
Everyone loses in the process. It appears that the effect of empathy warrants
further investigation.
The significance of family support. Theme seven reported the strong
support that the student teachers received from their families throughout their
educational experience.

Numerous studies on successful college students with

LD agreed that a strong support unit was vital to these students (Adelman &
Vogel, 1990; Rogan & Hartman, 199; Wehmeyer & Schwartz, 1997). Supportive
parents advocate for their children early in their education, and continue to stand
firmly behind these students as they mature. The participants in the study
clearly credited their parents for contributing to their success, as well as to their
attitudes toward the educational system. The fact that all three participants had
at least one parent who was a public school teacher seemed significant. These
students followed the footsteps of their parents into teaching, in spite of
adversity.
Recommendations for Practice and Research
The following recommendations are made in an effort to promote further
discussion among students, public school/university personnel, and
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policymakers. This study provided an incentive for further investigation and
continued effort to create a more supportive environment for education students
with learning disabilities. The three recommendations address instructor
accountability, teacher preparation program policy, and the need for longitudinal
studies on the topic of this study.
1.

Instructor accountability. Every course instructor on every campus

should be required to receive instruction in the area of learning disabilities to
establish a common understanding and dispel the misconception of that
disability. Furthermore, these instructors should be held accountable for their
attitude about disabilities, as demonstrated in their willingness to make course
modifications and provide whatever other accommodations the student needs.
An investigation of college campuses across the nation needs to be conducted
to compare/'contrast faculty attitudes toward accommodating students with LD.
In addition, a related study is needed to compare/contrast perceptions of
education students with LD regarding the accommodations they receive in those
same classrooms, or on those same campuses.
2.

Teacher preparation program policy. Decisions and policies need

to be made regarding education students with learning disabilities. Areas that
need to be addressed include, but are not limited to, admissions,
accommodations, and support during student teaching. An investigation of
policies from numerous universities needs to be conducted to compare/contrast
how this unique population is being managed.

In addition, further investigation
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needs to be made into the development of an integrated field experience
process, whereby education students with LD (and all education students) are
placed early in a team of three--the student, the cooperating teacher, and
university supervisor. This team would remain consistent throughout the various
levels of field experience and student teaching.
In addition, teacher education programs should require tfiat all education
students receive training in inclusive classroom instruction. It is not acceptable
or defensible that such an integral component of teaching remain as optional
coursework. All developing teachers need this exposure and experience,
regardless of the student’s major area/level of study.
3.

Longitudinal studies. Further research needs to be conducted to

determine which education students with learning disabilities succeed in
teaching and which ones do not. The issues of disclosure, personality,
transition, empathy, and family support during student teaching need to
addressed. The three participants in the study volunteered to continue
recording their second semester student teaching and first-year teaching
experiences as best they could. They have presented an opportunity to initiate a
longitudinal study.

APPENDIX
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Informed Consent Form
I agree to voluntarily participate in this research study involving student
teachers with learning disabilities, conducted by Linda Holdman, doctoral
candidate in Special Education at the University of North Dakota. This research
is intended to aid in understanding the challenges of the teacher education
process from the point of view of students with learning disabilities, their
cooperating teachers, and university supervisors and coordinators. Information
based on this research may then allow teacher educators the option of designing
features conducive to teaching methods for students with learning disabilities in
future program development.
I understand that if I agree to participate, this will involve periodic
interviews throughout my student teaching experience. I agree to allow all
interviews to be audio-recorded, and I also will audio-record my daily/weekly
student teaching experiences in a reflective journal (talking diary) to be used in
the study.
I understand that I may refuse to answer certain questions and can
request that my responses not be recorded at any time. Any/ail information
given will be used for this research only and will be held in confidence by Linda
Holdman. I understand that my name will not be revealed in the study and that
any direct quotations or paraphrases, identifying data will be altered for my
privacy. I further understand that I will be sent a copy of the interview
transcriptions for any clarification of content.
I understand that I have the right to withdraw from the study and will not
be penalized in any form. I also understand that, if requested, I will be sent a
copy of the study when completed. I understand I will receive a copy of this form
for my personal records. If I have any questions or concerns about this process
I may contact Linda Holdman at any time [(701) 777-9621 or (701) 777-3144.

Participant:.

Date:.

Researcher:.

Date:.
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Participant Selection Letter
April 25, 1996

Dear Student Teacher:
You are invited to participate in a dissertation research study conducted by
Linda Holdman, doctoral candidate in Special Education in the College of
Education and Human Development at the University of North Dakota. All
student teachers in regional universities completing their student teaching in the
Fall of 1996 will receive this letter. The purpose of the study is to increase
knowledge and understanding of understanding of student teachers who have
learning disabilities.
Studies of college students with learning disabilities completing student teaching
requirements and acquiring teaching positions are not available. Overall
research on college students with learning disabilities indicates that a gap exists
between what students need and what they receive to foster college success.
This study will explore experiences of student teachers who have learning
disabilities and identify helps and hindrances occurring throughout their learning
and teaching endeavors.
If you have a learning disability, and if you are willing to participate in this study,
please call any of the numbers listed below. Do not hesitate to leave a message
on voice mail and you will be contacted as soon as possible.
We appreciate your consideration of this research project. We are looking
forward to hearing from you soon!
Sincerely,

Linda Holdman
Doctoral Student
Graduate Teaching Assistant
Special Education
(701) 777-3144 or (701) 777-9621

Lynne Chalmers, Ph.D.
Doctoral Advisor
Associate Professor and Chair
Special Education
(701) 777-3187 or (701) 777-2511
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